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Abstract
Alderson, Laura, L. Ed.D. The University of Memphis. December, 2017. Using Digital
Tools to Achieve Connectedness in Higher Education Online Courses: Faculty Perceptions and
Practices. Major Professor: Deborah Lowther, PhD.
This research examined higher education faculty perceptions and practices regarding the role of
digital tools; specifically, social media and communication tools to achieve connectedness
between the faculty member and students and among students in fully online courses. The study
was guided by three research questions: 1) What are faculty perceptions of connectedness and its
importance with regard to achieving connectedness? 2) In what ways do faculty use social
media and/or communication tools in online courses to achieve connectedness? and 3) What do
faculty report as key benefits and challenges to achieving connectedness in online courses?
A qualitative, intrinsic case study approach and purposeful sampling were used to ensure
relevant information would be obtained from five business college faculty who taught fully
online courses and potentially used social media and communication tools in these courses. Data
were collected using face-to-face semi-structured interviews, which were recorded and
transcribed. Constant comparative analysis of data involved categorizing and sequencing of data
to discover emerging themes as associated with the research questions.
The findings suggest that to achieve connectedness in fully online courses, faculty must
be available, responsive, and sensitive to student needs and create an online environment of
connectedness. Additionally, connectedness among students was often more important than
between faculty and students. Faculty used social media and communication tools for student
encouragement, course support, and sharing her/his personality with students, while students
used these tools for peer teaching, mentoring, and community building. Connectedness was
thought to benefit students by helping them feel less isolated, more engaged, as well as achieve
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greater course success and become more successful people in business and life. Faculty reported
challenges related to the difficulty of achieving early semester student engagement and work
environment constraints that inhibit achievability of connectedness in fully online courses.
This study has implications for designing online courses that incorporate use of social
media and communication tools that foster connectedness between faculty and students and
among students. Future research is needed to examine student perceptions of connectedness in
fully online courses and possible influences of connectedness on course completion and retention.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
The use of social media to connect, collaborate, and learn continues to increase (Duggan,
Ellison, Lampe, Lenhart, & Madden, 2015). Similarly, the use of online learning in higher
education institutions has also shown a steady increase (US DOE, 2016). With the continued
rise in both social media and online courses, it is important to explore what social media and
communication tools faculty are using in online courses. Moreover, faculty use of social media
and communication tools to achieve human connection or a sense of connectedness in online
courses is the key focus of this study. Some researchers suggest a sense of connectedness
achieved through the use of digital tools may increase student engagement in online courses
(Imlawi & Gregg, 2014; Kear, 2011). This type of connectedness has been linked to student
course completion and overall student satisfaction in online courses (Abedin, Daneshgar, &
D’Ambra, 2010; Reinhart, 2010). Additionally, this study explored why higher education faculty
are using digital tools; specifically, social media and communication tools. While some reasons
might include the faculty perception of the opportunity to enhance learning and increase interest
in learning by utilizing social media tools, others might include using social media tools such as
blogs, podcasts, and wikis to make the online course current. This study further explored to see
if faculty integrate the use the social media and communication tools, such as email, phone calls,
video conferences, or chats to increase the sense of connectedness between students and the
faculty member and/or among students.
Furthermore, not only is it important to focus upon and discuss faculty perceptions of
connectedness in online courses, but also the potential influences of why certain social media
and communication tools are chosen, how they are used, and the benefits and challenges of using
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these tools. This chapter presents the problem statement, purpose and research questions,
limitations, significance of the study, and provides definitions of terms specific for this study.
Problem Statement
The demand for higher education online courses and programs continues to significantly
increase, as demonstrated in the number of students enrolled in at least one online course
growing from 1.8 million in 2002 (Allen & Seaman, 2003) to over 5.8 million in 2014 (Allen,
Seaman, Poulin, & Straut, 2016). However, a continuing concern is the lower retention rates for
students enrolled in online courses (Allen & Seaman, 2013; Heyman, 2010). One possible
contributing factor for the lower retention rate of online students is the sense of isolation or lack
of human connection that may occur in an online course (Boyers, 2013; McInnerney & Roberts,
2004; Murphy & Stewart, 2017). The importance of human connection through social
interactions between the student and class members, including the faculty member, is a necessary
component in the learning process of knowledge construction (Dewey, 1897; Piaget, 1959;
Vygotsky, 1978). When human connection is missing, learning might be adversely impacted
(Glazer & Wanstreet, 2011). For example, learning may be adversely impacted when students
do not receive personal feedback on assignments (Exter, Korkmaz, Harlin, & Bichelmeyer,
2009). Additionally, fostering connectedness has been shown to be associated with a high
degree of faculty and student interactions around assignments (Exter et al., 2009; Glazer &
Wanstreet, 2011; Rose, 2009). In one study, 64% of student respondents felt a sense of
connection with the faculty member when assignments included faculty feedback (Galien &
Oomen-Early, 2008; Glazer & Wanstreet, 2011). Ways in which human connection is achieved
in online courses includes social interactions by means of social media and communication tools
(Kear, 2011). Moreover, accreditation of many public university programs requires evaluation
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of faculty and student interaction and student success rates (US DOE, 2017). As an example, in
order for business schools to meet the Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of Business
(AACSB) accreditation standards, curricula should include frequent and productive interactions
between faculty and students and among students to achieve specific learning goals (AACSB,
2017). Since learning is associated with frequent social interactions between course members,
this study explored the ways in which faculty facilitate social interactions as a means to achieve a
sense of connectedness in online courses.
Purpose and Research Questions
The overall purpose of this research was to explore higher education faculty perceptions
of connectedness in their fully online courses and how digital tool use through social media
and/or communication tools were used to achieve a sense of connectedness in their online higher
education courses. The study was guided by the following research questions:
1. What are higher education faculty perceptions of connectedness and its importance
with regard to achieving connectedness between the faculty member and students and
among students in fully online courses?
2. In what ways do higher education faculty use social media and/or communication
tools in their fully online courses to achieve connectedness between the faculty
member and students and among students?
3. What do higher education faculty report as key benefits and challenges to achieving
connectedness between the faculty member and students and among students in fully
online courses?
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Significance of the Study
The significance of this study was to explore the ways in which higher education faculty
members who are teaching fully online courses connect with their students and ways that
students connect with each other. It was also important to know the ways in which faculty
perceive they are incorporating instructor to student and student-to-student human connection in
their online courses. The exploration of the types of social media and communication tools used,
how the tools are used, and why the tools are used within online higher education courses will
help better inform and understand faculty rationale for choosing the tools to achieve
connectedness. Learning how faculty members use the tools to increase a sense of
connectedness among students and faculty resulted in relevant instructional design implications
in creating a connected community in online courses for richer learning opportunities. Moreover,
this study provides enlightenment on possible relationships between connectedness and various
learning theories, models, and design principles applicable to online learning environments.
Additionally, insights into creating a sense of connectedness in an online learning environment
as a way to increase student retention may help to inform better online course design. It is worth
noting that few studies to date address the human connectedness factor; thus, this research was
worth exploring.
Definition of Terms
Defining terminology used in this research helps provide the framework and basis on
which the research was directed. The following definitions inform this research:
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Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of Business (AACSB)
The Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of Business (AACSB) is a global
organization whose purpose is to advance management education worldwide and accredits 786
of the best business schools worldwide, in 53 countries and territories (AACSB, 2017).
Asynchronous Communication
Asynchronous communication is communication that can take place anytime and
anywhere, and specifically refers to communication that can take place, but not at the same time.
Examples of asynchronous communication include email, blogs, and wikis (Morrison & Lowther,
2010; Kear, 2011; Sutton & Basiel, 2014).
Connectedness
A sense of connectedness among online course members means the ability to identify
with others, even if perceived as different (Kear, 2011; Kohut, 1977), and the desire and
capability to initiate ongoing meaningful social relationships (Bekker & van Assen, 2006).
Communication
Communication is the exchange of information and meaning among people. Furthermore,
basic human needs involve the desire to be heard, valued, and wanted, all of which can be
achieved through communication (Flatley, Rentz, & Lentz, 2012; Lehman & Dufrene, 2017).
Communication Tools
Communication tools refer to phone calls, emails, discussion board posts,
videoconferences, such as Skype or Google+ Hangouts (Kear, 2011; Sutton & Basiel, 2014).
Digital Tools
Digital tools refer to any technology-enhanced tool used to aid instructional teaching and
learning within a learning environment. Tools can be web-based, software, digital devices, audio
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and video media, and visual and annotation applications (“Digital tools for the classroom,” n.d.).
Moreover, digital tools may include social media and communication tools used in an online
environment (Kear, 2011; Sutton & Basiel, 2014).
Fully Online Course
A fully online course is a course that is asynchronously managed virtually through a
Learning Management System (LMS) via the Internet and allows for a virtual learning
environment consisting of a facilitator and students. Additionally, the fully online course is
strictly an online environment without any requirement of physical or geographical face-to-face
interactions (Kear, 2011; Sutton & Basiel, 2014).
Learning Management System (LMS)
A learning management system (LMS) is a web-based software accessed through the
Internet and is a platform in which courses are designed, developed, taught, and administered
through. The LMS is also a virtual environment where learners, peers, and faculty engage,
collaborate, and share learning experiences (Vai & Sosulski, 2011).
One-Way Communication
One-way communication is an asynchronous exchange of information from a sender to
receiver(s), in one direction, and usually does not have an immediate response from the
receiver(s). One-way communication also lacks many of the helpful non-verbal cues present in a
synchronous two-way communication exchange such as facial expressions, body language, and
tone of voice. Examples of one-way communication include blogs, emails, audio and video files,
LMS news page, discussion board posts, Twitter posts, and wikis (Flatley, Rentz, & Lentz, 2012;
Sayre, 2014; Thomas, West & Borup; 2017).
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Retention
Retention is student continuance throughout the full program or course resulting in
successful completion (Kurantowicz & Nizinska, 2013).
Social Isolation
Social isolation is the feeling of loneliness, separation from others, marginalization, and
overall dissatisfaction an individual has either socially or emotionally in circumstances where
people are present but seem to not be available (Bollinger & Inan, 2012).
Social Media
Social Media is defined as a collection of various Internet applications that allow for
idea-sharing and technical creations, collaboration, and exchange of content using Web 2.0
features (Rennie & Morrison, 2013; Whiting & Williams, 2013). Social media examples include
Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, LinkedIn and Pinterest (Rennie & Morrison, 2013).
Social Media Networking Sites
Social Media Networking Sites (SNS) is defined as Internet sites that allow for
individuals to create either public or private spaces or profiles within a bounded system and also
allow for lists of individualized users and groups in which to share content with (Boyd & Ellison,
2008; Rennie & Morrison, 2013).
Synchronous Communication
Synchronous communication is communication that takes place virtually or physically
face-to-face at the same time, meaning that communication is taking place with members
exchanging communication in real time. Examples of synchronous communication include chat
communication, instant messaging, and Twitter (Morrison & Lowther, 2010; Kear, 2011; Sutton
& Basiel, 2014).
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Two-Way Communication
Two-way communication is a synchronous exchange of information from a sender to
receiver(s) in which all parties communicating can hear and see non-verbal communication cues
such as facial expressions, body language, and tone of voice. Examples of two-way
communication include face-to-face meetings, chat, Web and video conferencing, phone, and
instant messaging (Flatley, Rentz, & Lentz, 2012; Kalil & Ebner, 2017; Sayre, 2014).
Web 2.0
Web 2.0 is a term coined by O’Reilly (2009) that overarchingly describes a platform of
Internet websites that allows for user-generated content, usability, interoperability, and collective
intelligence.
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Chapter 2
Literature Review
Over a century ago, E.M. Forster (1910), recognized the relevance of human
connectedness and identified with a quote he made famous in his novel, Howards End, “only
connect!” (pp. 202). If the nature of the human soul desires to connect with others over being
fragmented or in isolation, then this truth implies that educators should make it a priority to build
an online learning environment in which a perceived sense of connectedness is achieved. This
study will explore higher education faculty perceptions of connectedness and its importance, and
discover in what ways faculty are connecting with their students through the use of social media
and communication tools. Additionally, uncovering the benefits and challenges to achieving
connectedness between faculty and students and among students will also be explored.
The foundational components of this study emerged from a review of literature. The key
areas discussed are the growth and influence of social media, the increase in online learning in
higher education, social media and communication tool use in online courses, factors that
influence social media and communication tool choice, and the role of connectedness in online
higher education undergraduate courses. The chapter ends with a summary of how the research
influenced the study.
The Growth and Influence of Social Media
One of the earliest influencers of educational psychology, Lev Vygotsky, focused on the
value of social interactivity. His philosophical view stemmed from seeing a link of socialization
leading to higher-level critical thinking (Harasim, 2012; Vygotsky, 1978). Furthermore, creating
learning environments that allow for social collaborations can help achieve higher-level learning
(Harasim, 2012; Vygotsky, 1978) and can be achieved through the use of social media (Kear,
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2011). Social media is defined as a collection of various Internet applications that allows for
ideological and technical creations, collaboration, and exchange of content using Web 2.0
features (Whiting & Williams, 2013). Social media network sites allow for social media
applications. Social media network sites (SNS) is defined as Internet sites that allow for
individuals to create either public or private spaces (profiles) within a bounded system and also
allow for lists of individualized users in which to share content with (Boyd & Ellison, 2008).
Since the early part of the 21st Century, social media network sites such as Facebook and
Twitter have gained tremendous popularity in use with people of all ages (Donelan, Kear, &
Ramage, 2010). Moreover, many other social media network sites such as Google+, Instagram,
Pinterest, and Reddit, have emerged in popularity and others will continue to surface on the Web
as more individuals use social media in their day-to-day activities (Bullus, 2014). Furthermore,
social media sites have become a means in which people develop, maintain, and strengthen
social connections, interactions, and relationships (Aral & Walker, 2011; Riedl, Kobler,
Goswami, & Kremar 2013). Social media allows for people to keep up with the activities of
individuals of interest, reach out to experts, and express their opinions and ideas (Bullus, 2014;
Riedl et al., 2013). Moreover, with many individuals using social media daily, much of
commerce is conducted through social media sites (Bullus, 2014; Riedl et al., 2013), meaning
that social media is becoming an integral part of people’s lives in many aspects and social media
is far-reaching globally.
Current statistics from a Pew Research Center survey on users of social media and global
locations is important to note as its importance impacts decisions and its importance continues to
rise (Bullus, 2014). Facebook has been the most favored social media website of late, but
predictions are that Google + will could far surpass Facebook as the premier site for social
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sharing (Bullus, 2014). According to Bullus (2014), Google+ has over 1 billion users with an
expected 33% growth in new users, annually. Likewise, Twitter has gained significant
popularity with over 550 million registered users with growth in users of 44% over the last two
years. Additionally, Twitter’s use has accounted for 34% of marketers using Twitter to generate
new customers (Bullus, 2014). Other up-and-coming popular social media sites include Pinterest
with over 20 million active users, Instagram with over 150 million users, and Reddit with over
20 million users (Bullus, 2014).
Additional uses of social media represent a more human side of sharing with others. In a
study investigating “Why people share on social media,” responses from over 12,000 global
participants aged 18-64 revealed the following top reasons:
•

to share interesting things (61%)

•

to share important things (43%)

•

to share funny things (43%)

•

to let others know what I believe in and who I really am (39%)

•

to recommend a product, service, movie, book, etc. (30%);

•

to add my support to a cause, an organization, or a belief" (29%)

•

to share unique things" (26%) (Wiltfong, 2013).

The findings from a smaller exploratory study involving 25 in-depth interviews focused
on uses and gratifications for social media use were similar (Whiting & Williams, 2013).
Specifically, ten uses and gratifications emerged: social interaction, information seeking, pass
time, entertainment, relaxation, communicatory utility, convenience utility, expression of opinion,
information sharing, and surveillance/knowledge about others (pp. 364).
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With the increased use of social media and the importance social media has in the social
interaction and relationship building among individuals, there are many opportunities to use
social media effectively in online courses (Rennie & Morrison, 2013). As online courses are
increasing within higher educational institutions, social media use in online courses will likely
rise as well.
The Increase of Online Learning Environments in Higher Education
Current online learning environments within higher education are increasing and
evolving (Clark, 2005; Oncu & Cakir, 2011) as global, technological, and economic levels
impact the environments in which higher education institutions operate. Over the last decade in
the United States, online learning environments have increased at an all-time high within higher
education, with the proportion of online students taking at least one online course (32%),
representing the number of enrolled online students in 2002 at 570,000 to now totaling 6.7
million (Allen & Seaman, 2013; Allen et al., 2016). Furthermore, more than 77% of chief
academic leaders within higher education agree online courses are critical to long-term strategic
initiatives and are expected to continue to rise in importance in an effort to competitively sustain
enrollment (Allen & Seaman, 2016; Grandzol & Grandzol, 2010; Oncu & Cakir, 2011; Ward,
Peters, & Shelley, 2010). Additionally, an estimated 80% of higher education institutions
reported demand for online programs in 2015 (Allen et al., 2016).
Online learning environments are a single delivery system that often includes a multitude
of multimedia content located on blogs, wikis, websites, or in an online learning management
system (LMS, e.g., Blackboard™). Multimedia includes content in the form of text, audio, video,
graphics, simulations, or games, for example (Hawkes, 2007; Rennie & Morrison, 2013). The
online learning environments may be a synchronous delivery system (communication occurring
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at the same time) as in some online learning or an asynchronous delivery system (communication
occurring at different times). Additionally, online learning management systems involve faculty
and students in one environment system (Oncu & Cakir, 2011).
Online learning is defined as either a synchronous or asynchronous system involving
faculty and students that are separated geographically, but connected through an online
communication network that may include audio or video medium through the Internet (Angelino,
Williams, & Natvig, 2007; Oncu & Cakir, 2011; Rennie & Morrison, 2013; Spector, Merrill,
Van Merrienboer, & Driscoll, 2007). Online learning management systems also involve faculty
and students separated geographically, but allow for both asynchronous and synchronous
exchange of resources through a communication network (Oncu & Cakir, 2011).
Incorporating social networks is becoming more common in online learning
environments (Rennie & Morrison, 2013). With emerging social media technology, online
learning environments can now include social media and communication tools such as discussion
forums, social networking sites, blogs, chats, wikis, and a form of online face-to-face meetings
such as with Skype or Google+ Hangout. However, to take a look at what is actually being used
in online courses within higher education and to see what factors are influencing the choice of
social media tools for collaboration, communication, and connectivity (Kear, 2011) between
faculty and students is important to research.
How online learning environments will change is unknown; however, growth in online
learning environments is evident and emphasis will be placed in identifying how higher
educational institutions can create more effective learning environments, especially as it relates
to student engagement through the use of social media and communication tools for
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communication purposes. Thus, discussion of social media and communication tool use in
online courses is relevant.
Social Media and Communication Tool Use in Online Courses
Social media tools are used in a variety of ways within online courses. In one U.S.
college upper-level business communication course, the instructor utilized a blog for his students
to collaborate and problem-solve a real-life company communication strategy. He reported
higher levels of engagement from observation and student feedback (Buechler, 2010). Another
online course teaching math mitigated the challenge of “teaching” math online by using wikis in
which students and faculty could collaborate on problems (Hodges & Hunger, 2011).
The use of communication tools such as email is an easily accessible way in which to
communicate with students in online classes (Kear, 2011). One researcher’s study found that
frequent emails to students directing them to the course in the online learning management
system (LMS) were positively correlated with the students’ sense of community (Reinhart, 2010).
However, one study found that more personable interaction through email between student and
faculty, including encouraging brief statements created a greater sense of connectedness over
frequency of emails (LaBarbera, 2013; Woods, 2002).
Online learning management systems (LMS) such as Blackboard, Angel, and Brightspace
by Desire2Learn, are beginning to provide more robust and interactive tools beyond the static
discussion boards and blogs, but do not yet provide the interconnectivity that some social media
sites allow. Virtual collaborative communication tools within social media that support online
learning environments and experiences of users are worth exploring to incorporate into higher
education courses (Kear, 2011; Rennie & Morrison, 2013). Web 2.0 technologies are
applications found on Websites or through the Internet and allow for collaboration in a social
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environment. Examples of Web 2.0 technologies are interactive websites for sharing information
and collaboration, blogs, wikis, and video and audio sharing websites (Ching & Hsu, 2010; Cress
& Kimmerle, 2008; Kear, 2011; O’Reilly, 2009; Rennie & Morrison, 2013; Watkins, 2005).
Additionally, with the increase in virtual face-to-face applications tools within social media sites,
Google + Hangout and other social media sites can allow for collaboration and communication
within online courses (Kear, 2011; Rennie & Morrison, 2013).
In one study, Facebook was used in an online course for the purpose of collaboration
among undergraduate students and the instructor. The study found that the instructor’s use of
appropriate humor and self-disclosure about related topics increased student collaboration and
engagement in the undergraduate online course (Imlawi & Gregg, 2014). Additionally, another
online course collaboration through Google+ allowed for an Indonesian international business
class to interact with and research and collaborate with a U.S. undergraduate business class and
produce research projects displayed in Google+ (Alderson, Lowther, & Martindale, 2013).
Social media collaborative communication tools will continue to increase, evolve, and
become more ingrained into societies’ social network environments. Thus, higher education will
continue to use these Web collaborative tools within learning environments as a way to engage
students. However, exploring factors that influence the type of social media used and the
frequency in which it is used online is important to study for online learning environments.
Factors That Influence Social Media and Communication Tool Choices
Besides the tools that are available for use in online learning management systems,
exploring other possible factors that influence online faculty choice of social media and
communication tool use for connectivity with students is also of importance. Certainly, the more
complex and technical nature and context of the online course may influence faculty social
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media choice and communication tool choice, but not much research has looked at the factors of
personality and engagement as a partial explanation of why social media and communication
tools are chosen to encourage connectedness in online courses.
Personality Factor
Much research is conducted examining personality factors influencing positive
organizational retention and productivity outcomes (Perrewe & Spector, 2002) and personality
factors of learners online (Chen & Caropreso, 2004). However, few, if any research studies have
been conducted to look at personality factors that may influence instructional design decisions
when choosing to include social media and communication tools in online courses. The first
natural question is to examine the faculty perceptions of their affiliation with being more or less
outgoing (extraverted/introverted), as one-dimensional personality trait. According to Lewis
Goldberg (1992), developer of the Big-Five Personality traits, extroversion is defined as one
being predominately concerned with obtaining gratification outside oneself by engaging in
frequent human interactions through social groups or external environments. Extroverts are
considered to be those individuals that prefer being with others rather than being alone (Goldberg,
1992).
Conversely, introverts tend to prefer being alone more so than being with others.
Introversion is defined as one being predominately concerned with one’s own mental life
through self-reflection and prefer less interaction with others or less interactions in external
environments (Goldberg, 1992). Examining faculty perceptions of their personality trait of
extroversion/introversion might be related to why a faculty member would choose to use social
media or communication tools in online learning environments. Moreover, the psychological
need to connect with others may also be explained by the personality trait of the faculty member.
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Furthermore, the need (or lack of need) to connect could influence the type of social media and
communication tools chosen in online courses. Examining personality factors such as the
extroversion/introversion dimension of the Big 5 Personality Traits (Perrewe & Spector, 2002)
has implication on faculty choice of social media and communication tools chosen and how a
course is designed for an online learning environment.
Locus of control is a personality aspect that explains a person’s perception of the degree
to which one can control, influence, or have power over outcomes affecting the person (Daft,
2017; Nowicki, 2016; Rotter, 1954; Rotter, Reich, & Infurna, 2016). For example, a person
having more of an internal locus of control would believe that efforts and outcomes are within
his or her own power. Conversely, a person having more of an external locus of control would
believe that events and experiences are out of his or her control and thus, believe that the external
environment or other people are in control and influence outcomes rather than themselves
(Nowicki, 2016; Rotter, 1954; Rotter et al., 2016). People tend to have either more of an internal
locus of control or more of an external locus of control disposition (Rotter, 1954; Rotter et al.,
2016). Understanding a person’s locus of control personality element can possibly be linked to
whether a person will take initiative in connecting with others (Gokcearslan & Alper, 2015;
Rotter et al., 2016). Thus, a closer look at connectedness is defined and its presence in online
courses is examined further.
Connectedness Defined
Connectedness is the desire and capability to initiate ongoing meaningful social
relationships (Bekker & van Assen, 2006). According to Kohut (1977), a sense of connectedness
means the ability to identify with others who may be perceived as different, while feelings of
safety and comfort are present without threat against self-esteem. Conversely, those that believe
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they are disconnected with others struggle with feeling different and distant from people (Kohut,
1984). Social connectedness, however, is a concept found in the field of psychology and
suggests one’s affect towards group attraction where intimacy and a sense of sharing are present
(Riedl et al., 2014). This definition presumes the notion of humans having the fundamental need
to belong and feel connected. Furthermore, with social connectedness present, the opportunity
for creating bonding relationships can yield in people relating to others and creating healthy
societies (Riedl et al., 2014).
Empirical evidence seems to suggest that a lack of connectedness in online learning
environments adversely affects learning (Glazer & Wanstreet, 2011). Studies have revealed that
frequent and personal feedback on assignments created a stronger student perception of
connectedness with the faculty member teaching the course (Abedin et al., 2010; Bollinger &
Inan, 2012; Exter et al, 2009; Galien & Oomen-Early, 2008; Glazer & Wanstreet, 2011; Glisan
& Tranin, 2006; LaBarbera, 2013; Reinhart, 2010). The implications from these studies would
suggest the possibility that: 1) a sense of connectedness may increase student engagement in
online courses, and 2) the instructor choice of social media and communication tools may be
effective in promoting more of a sense of connectedness among students and the faculty member.
Thus, this study will explore faculty perceptions of connectedness and how connectedness is
achieved through social media and communication tools. In order to understand connectedness
through interaction or engagement of course members, engagement will be discussed.
Engagement Factor
In much of the educational literature, engagement has been associated with engaged
learning and active learning (Hung & Tan 2006; Jonassen & Strobel, 2006). According to Hung
and Tan (2006), engaged learning involves the learners developing their own thinking strategies

18

and initiating conversations with other learners to receive feedback that helps refine their own
strategic thinking strategies (Hung & Tan, 2006). However, Jonassen and Strobel (2006) define
engagement further by stating that active learners interact with and observe objects within their
environments, constructing their own interpretations and then exchanging ideas around those
interpretations with others. Engagement is a component that is essential to the interaction that
must take place within an online learning community (Hung, Tan & Koh, 2006; Swan et al.,
2000). Without engagement or interaction between faculty and students, there may not be a
sense of connectedness. Engagement is considered as an essential component to connectedness
(Trammel & LaForge, 2017).
For face-to-face interactions, student engagement is noted as a psychological process of
learning effort that involves attention and interest of the student (Imlawi & Gregg, 2014).
Student engagement is defined as the learners’ efforts towards assigned activities in an
educational environment and may include social interaction. Many researchers posit that student
engagement is a predictor of achievement and achievement and retention are dependent upon
engagement (Oncu & Cakir, 2011). Student engagement can be from the perspective of what the
student does within a learning environment, what the faculty member does within the learning
environment to influence engagement, and what the content within the learning environment is,
pedagogically (Sansone, Fraughton, Zachary, Butner, Heiner, 2011; Ziegler, Paulus, &
Woodside, 2006).
According to Ziegler et al. (2006), from the student perspective, engaging within an
online environment could involve; 1) engaging within the online platform by becoming familiar
with the online environment and understanding established norms, 2) engaging with others
through threaded discussions and other online activities, 3) engaging with groups and
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experiencing the cohesive and synergistic phenomena of group interaction, and 4) engaging in
content of the online course by relating to meaningful assignments through reflection and
interjection of personal experiences.
From the faculty member’s perspective, purposeful attention towards course design,
course content, and instructor interaction with students can be an influencing factor towards
engagement within the online learning environment (Sansone et al., 2011). Results of some
research reveal that student engagement is affected by instructor preparedness with course
content, course organization, clear and understandable course content, and personally meaningful
content (Sansone et al., 2011). Furthermore, even though some research has been done linking
effective non-verbal behavior of the faculty member to student engagement in face-to-face
learning environments (Madaus, 2013; Sansone et al., 2011), not much research is available that
examines the faculty non-verbal behavior within online learning environments. By examining
both faculty and student non-verbal behaviors within online learning environments, discovering
how it relates to student engagement and if it could be achieved through the use of social media,
would be worth further exploring. In one study, faculty noted that student engagement by means
of participating is more likely in an online course rather than a traditional class because the
student is expected to participate and respond to online discussions, but can choose not to
participate in traditional classrooms. Additionally, the online course tends to allow for the
students to voice their ideas and opinions that otherwise would not occur in traditional classes
(Madaus, 2013). Furthermore, engagement through participation can be tracked in most online
Learning Management Systems.
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The Role of Connectedness in Online Courses
Connectedness is the desire and capability to initiate ongoing meaningful social
relationships (Bekker & van Assen, 2006). According to Kohut (1977), a sense of connectedness
means the ability to identify with others who may be perceived as different, while feelings of
safety and comfort are present without threat against self-esteem. Conversely, those that believe
they are disconnected with others struggle with feeling different and distant from people (Kohut,
1984). Connectedness can occur when people feel a sense of belonging and acceptance
(Bollinger & Inan, 2012). Furthermore, a sense of connectedness can eliminate the feelings of
isolation that is possible in online learning environments (Bollinger & Inan, 2012). Moreover, in
Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, it states that learning takes place through the communication
and interaction with others and which can result in cognitive development or learning (Bollinger
& Inan, 2012; Vygotsky, 1978). Thus, building a community of connectedness is a desirable
instructional design strategy and an important component of online courses. Most higher
education online courses have a greater percentage of undergraduate as compared to graduate
students (Allen et al., 2016). Undergraduate students are typically considered as traditional
students, or those under 24 years of age, and often need more guidance and mentoring than
students aged 25 and older (Angelino et al., 2017). Thus, the implications are that faculty who
teach online courses with undergraduate students need to initiate and implement more strategies
to foster a sense of connectedness and engagement with and among students (Christenson,
Reschly, & Wiley, 2012; Greene & Burleson, 2008). However, not every student will desire
connectedness, but if after the student completes the online course and can leave with a sense of
“that was fun” or “I actually did learn something,” achieving a perceived favorable student
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experience would be well worth the instructional design efforts in building a community of
connectedness.
Sense of Community
Much is written in educational research journals on learning communities. Learning
communities are defined as a collection of people in a learning environment (community) that
exchange and engage in collaborative intellectual conversations (Bollinger & Inan, 2012; Cross,
1998). A sense of community contains elements of membership, integration and fulfillment of
needs, and shared emotional connections (McMillan & Chavis, 1986; Bollinger & Inan, 2012).
Additionally, the community of inquiry model (Rourke, Anderson, Garrison, & Archer, 1999) is
based on the assumption that “deep and meaningful learning can take place in a community of
inquiry” (p.52). Furthermore, positive outcomes such as lower drop-out rates of students can
occur when integrating a sense of community is built in online learning environments (Bollinger
& Inan, 2012). Students that feel a sense of community over feeling isolated tend to have higher
satisfaction for the online experience and a stronger chance of course completion and course
success (Abedin et al., 2010). In one mixed methods study, students suggested that a sense of
community and connectedness could be achieved through the faculty member remembering their
name and interacting through a social media site (Exter et al., 2009). However, in order to have
a sense of community, the notion of comfort with and among students and instructor should be
present.
Comfort
Comfort is defined as a feeling of security and safety, satisfaction, and comfort with
either the learning environment, members of the community, or technologies used in the learning
environment (Aragan, 2003; Bollinger & Inan, 2012). Having a sense of comfort in an online
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learning environment is especially important. Without a sense of comfort, students are not likely
to engage or feel the connectedness of the community (Hodges & Hunger, 2011). Additionally,
a sense of comfort can be better assured by faculty complying with U.S. federal laws as it
pertains to the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA), since all student
information is protected and not to be shared publically, but only in the confines of the course
between student, faculty member, and appropriate school administrators (FERPA, 2017).
Moreover, student information regarding grades and personal information such as home address
or other compromising information, should not be shared with others and this would include any
social media tool that would broadcast information in public domains (Drake, 2014).
Psychological Presence
A sense of psychological presence must be present in order to have a sense of
connectedness. People must show up not only in physical form, even if virtually, but also in
mental form. The interaction among students and peers is important and many researchers tout
that as a form of psychological presence (Bollinger & Inan, 2012). One researcher defined
presence as the perceived availability of people (students and instructor) within the learning
community that shares a sense of connectedness with others (Bollinger & Inan, 2012;
McInnerney & Roberts, 2004; McMillan & Chavis, 1986; Shin, 2003).
Motivation
Learning is an innate part of motivation and thus, understanding how one learns will
assist in understanding motivation (Weiss, 2001). Moreover, it is suggested that motivation is
enculturated and learned; thus, desired behavior can be molded and guided (Weiss, 2001).
Among the many motivation theories, Abraham Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, suggests that we
act based on our current needs, or intrinsic needs (Daft, 2017; Ryan & Deci, 2000; Weiss, 2001).
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Intrinsic needs stem from the motivation to seek out desired wants that are, challenging, selfactualizing, and gaining in knowledge (Ryan et al., 2000). For example, if the need to affiliate
with others exists, one will make concerted efforts to associate and affiliate with others because
people have a need to belong. However, Maslow’s theory suggests that lower level needs such
as physiological (the need to eat, sleep, and breath) and security and safety will have to be met
prior to advancing up the hierarchy. Other theorists such as Alderfer’s (1972) Existence,
Relatedness, and Growth (ERG) theory, further developed Maslow’s theory to state that
individuals do not necessary first have to meet lower-level needs, but instead will act on
belonging needs without having to meet the physiological or safety needs first (Alderfer, 1972).
Motivation is not only driven by one’s own need, intrinsic, but can be influenced by some
outer influence known as extrinsic rewards. Extrinsic rewards are praise, good grades, and other
outward rewards given to individuals for performing desired behaviors (Bandura, 1986; Kanfer,
1990 & Weiss, 2001). Motivation is a reciprocated phenomenon. Students will show up and
either be motivated or not for their own intrinsic reasons, but the learning environment can be
created in a way that rewards the students extrinsically, by giving them a learning experience that
is fun, meaningful, and valuable to them. Hence, not all students will buy into this, but the aim
would be to create a learning environment to attract most students. Furthermore, giving students
a sense of being understood and valued for their input, can motivate them and in turn, create a
sense of connectedness. When people feel valued and understood, they are more willing to give
of themselves and share (Kanfer, 1990). Also, it is important to note that motivation can be
enhanced with mentoring, coaching, and guidance from the instructor in the course (Merrill,
2013).
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Relatedness
By definition, relatedness is the sense of connection between people as associated with
things such as kinship, simpatico, or harmonic connection (Merriam-Webster, 2004). When
people connect with others and feel a sense of relatedness either through shared beliefs, common
experiences, or shared understanding, then the notion of relatedness is present (Deci & Ryan,
2002). A person’s sense of relatedness has been shown to be highly linked with a sense of
connectedness and satisfaction in a work group environment in which people are able to share,
express their opinions, and learn from others (Dysvik, Kuvaas & Gagne, 2013).
Communication
Communication is defined as an intentional exchange of information and meaning
between and among individuals (Flatley, Rentz, & Lentz, 2012). In an online learning
environment, research findings suggested that connectedness was correlated with a sense of a
more friendly or approachable communication tone or style (Bollinger & Inan, 2012; Rovai,
2003). Thus, faculty can use a friendly-style approach in communication towards the online
students. Examples of a friendly-style would include a conversational style of messages sent to
students and posted in the online platform. Additionally, students would have a sense of faculty
approachability. Personal feedback such as “Jane, your ideas are very good” rather than a
statement of “well done,” is shown to be more personable, positive, and friendly and this type of
communication increases the attention of the students (Denton, 2014).
Another way to increase attention and provide the more personable style approach is by
using audio and video feedback with students (Thomas, West & Borup, 2017). Using audio and
video feedback is an asynchronous one-way communication approach that does not allow for the
two-way exchange of communication among faculty and students, but because of the
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personalized way in which a faculty member can create an audio or video file, faculty can show
elements of their personality making it more personable for the students thus, mitigating the
feeling of distance students might have (McInnerney, et al., 2004; Rose, 2009; Thomas et al.,
2017). In one study, online students surveyed found that the faculty-made videos helped them
feel like they knew the professor better (Rose, 2009). Additionally, in one study of 36
undergraduate students within an online class with a 1000-word writing assignment, students
were given a Screenr feedback for their assignment and then allowed a rewrite opportunity of
that assignment. The results were that the second assignment submission had improved
performance (Denton, 2014). Giving personalized feedback and exhibiting a friendly-style
communication does have an overall positive effect on the learning community. Faculty can
create a friendly-style by also sharing some personal aspects about themselves.
The importance of communicating with others and engaging in dialog is that upon which
Vygotsky based much of his social learning theories; in particular, the Zone of Proximal
Development theory (ZPD), Social Development theory, and More Knowledgeable Other theory
(MKO) (Moll, 2013). According to Vygotsky’s MKO and ZPD theories, students learn best and
can better complete tasks when interacting with more experienced and knowledgeable peers and
mentors (teachers) whereas alone, students are at a deficit (Bell & Zaitseva, 2005; Moll, 2013;
Vygotsky, 1978). Moreover, since social interaction profoundly influences the process of
cognitive and cultural development (e.g., interpsychological) (Moll, 2013; Vygotsky, 1978),
having the means to allow for such peer and social collaboration in the learning environment can
be achieved through tools in which allow for rich and frequent communication.
Vygotsky’s theories support contextual learning environments in which students take an
active role in learning and thus, utilize their higher-order thinking skills (Moll 2013; Vygotsky,
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1978). Communication and collaboration among peers is as old as the Socratic times in early
300 B.C., allowing for engagement in thought and understanding (Bures, Schmid, & Abrami,
2009). Having a learning environment that allows for frequent and accessible collaboration
among peers and instructor for igniting idea generation, problem solving, general communication,
and feedback is a desirable goal for instructional designers.
Chapter 2 Summary
While some discussion is around the growth of social media and the increase of online
education, the research focus is primarily around questions related to faculty perceptions of
connectedness and the role of social media and communication tools to achieve connectedness in
online courses. While there are many reasons for why an instructor would choose social media
and communication tools within online courses, this study further explored the notion of human
connectedness, and ways in which to build a sense of community or connection and the reasons
for social media and communication tool choice in online courses to achieve connectedness.
Furthermore, gaining a better understanding of faculty perceptions of connectedness and how
they use social media and communication tools to connect with their students and for students to
connect with each other reveals implications for the instructional design of online courses with
regard to achieving greater levels of connectedness.
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Chapter 3
Methodology
The purpose of this study was to explore higher education faculty perceptions of
connectedness in their fully online courses and how faculty use digital tools through social media
and/or communication tools to achieve the sense of connectedness in their online courses. The
research questions guiding this study attempted to identify the faculty members’ perceptions of
connectedness with their students and among students, ways in which communication and social
media tools are used to achieve connectedness, and reported faculty perceptions of key benefits
and challenges in achieving connectedness. A qualitative case study method was used to
uncover and reveal faculty perceptions of connectedness with their students and among students
and reasons why they believe or value a sense of connectedness, and tools used to help them
achieve connectedness. Moreover, a case study approach allowed for more depth, richness, and
unique revelations about why and how faculty perceive a sense of connectedness in their online
higher education courses. This chapter provides an overview of the research questions, research
design, research site, and participants. It discusses the interview protocol, procedures
(recruitment, data collection, and data analysis), limitations, trustworthiness, and researcher’s
subjectivities and ethical considerations. The chapter ends with a summary of the research and
methodology.
Research Questions
This qualitative study collected data using a semi-structured process guided by the
following research questions:
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1.

What are higher education faculty perceptions of connectedness and its
importance with regard to achieving connectedness between the faculty member
and students and among students in fully online courses?

2.

In what ways do higher education faculty use social media and/or communication
tools in their fully online courses to achieve connectedness between the faculty
member and students and among students?

3.

What do higher education faculty report as key benefits and challenges to
achieving connectedness between the faculty member and students and among
students in fully online courses?
Research Design

This research study followed a qualitative method of inquiry using a case study approach
(Creswell, 2008; Stake, 1995). Because the uniqueness and commonalities (Stake, 1995) that
can be found among cases, the focus was to examine each case individually for its interesting
insight into the role of connectedness in online courses. Stake (1995) identifies different
categories of case studies. The case study chosen for this research study was the intrinsic case
study. According to Stake (1995), intrinsic case studies are exploratory and conducted when the
researcher needs to understand the specifics of a particular case and learn from the case, rather
than identifying a general problem or phenomenon. The case study approach allowed the
researcher to go into more depth and breadth of exploration in understanding the findings
(Creswell, 2008; Stake, 1995), gave a more holistic view of the phenomenon (Baskarada, 2014)
and provided information for future studies (Stake, 1995). Thus, a quantitative method approach
would not yield the depth needed to understand the research questions (Creswell, 2008; Stake,
1995). Additionally, unexpected responses not predicted by the researcher (Maxwell, 2013;
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Stake, 1995), but relevant to understanding factors of influence regarding connectedness and
social media/communication tool use, could not be achieved with just conducting a quantitative
research method.
A research design is viewed from the researcher’s theoretical perspective or lens (Denzin
& Lincoln, 1998). The researcher’s theoretical lens filters the study or phenomenon through the
researcher’s beliefs, biases, and understanding of the world as she knows it (Creswell, 2008;
Crotty, 2009; Denzin & Lincoln, 1998). Thus, the researcher’s theoretical position guided the
methodology and methods employed in the research study (Creswell 2008; Crotty, 2009; Denzin
& Lincoln, 1998). Furthermore, within the theoretical position of the researcher resides an
epistemology or reasons behind knowing what she knows (Crotty, 2009). Moreover, because
qualitative research studies the various perspectives and lenses of all constituents (participants
and researcher), the qualitative research is depicted as an interpretivist theoretical perspective
(Crotty, 2009). Additionally, with all constituents’ perspectives co-creating and constructing
meaning through interaction among one another and with the context in which the constituents
reside, the qualitative research is also considered a constructivist epistemology (Crotty, 2009).
The constructivist epistemology and the interpretivist theoretical perspective guided this study.
The methods used for this qualitative case study were the semi-structured interview and
observations. Interviews are the primary method in case studies (Baskarada, 2014; Stake, 1995).
The researcher used a qualitative inductive approach when engaged with the data and uncovering
meaning through the lens of the researcher and participants. Commonalities and uniqueness
emerged and were interpreted (Wolcott, 1994) to gain insight and understanding by the
researcher (Crotty, 2009; Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). When immersing
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into the five case studies, patterns emerged and were grouped or categorized, which later resulted
in themes (Rossman & Rallis, 2011).
The overall purpose of this research was to explore higher education faculty perceptions
and practices regarding the role of social media and communication tools to achieve
connectedness in fully online courses. Thus, the qualitative case study approach was appropriate
in looking at what was used, how it was used, why it was used, and how its use supported the
sense of connectedness between the students and faculty member and among students.
Examining the differences, commonalities, and uniqueness of the various cases better served the
understanding of the phenomenon.
Site of Research
The site of research was a four-year university located in an urban southeastern city with
an approximate population close to one million people. The university’s overall student
enrollment in the spring 2017, was nearly 20,000 with approximately 80%, or 16,000 of those
students being classified as undergraduate students (OIR, 2017). Specifically, the researcher
targeted tenured and non-tenured full-time faculty participants in the business college of the
urban southeastern university who teach both face-to-face and online graduate and undergraduate
courses. The business college is accredited under the standards of the Association to Advance
Collegiate Schools of Business (AACSB) and is comprised of six departments that offer multiple
undergraduate and graduate degrees, as well as seven undergraduate online degrees.
As of the spring 2017, the total number of business college full-time faculty was 129, and
the total number of students was 2,735, comprised of 2,176 undergraduate students, and 559
graduate students (OIR, 2017). Overall, there were slightly more males than females for both
undergraduate (57.7% males) and graduate (62.4% males) classifications. Regarding ethnicity,
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approximately one-half of the business students identified as white (undergraduate = 54.7%;
graduate = 51.5%). The remaining students identified as the following: African-American
(undergraduate = 30.8%; graduate = 16.5%), Hispanic (undergraduate = 5.2%; graduate = 2.7%),
Asian (undergraduate = 4.0%; graduate = 10.2%), and other minorities (undergraduate = 5.3%;
graduate = 19.1%). Of importance to this study was student classification as traditional (aged 24
and under) or non-traditional (aged 25 and older) students. The spring 2017 data revealed that the
majority or 80.8% of undergraduate business students were traditional students aged 24 or under,
while the 79.6% of the graduate students were aged 25 and older (OIR, 2017).
Participants
The study proposed to include five participants in order to achieve a rich and rigorous
case study (Maxwell, 2013; Stake, 1995); however, smaller numbers of participants in case
studies is typical in qualitative research (Creswell, 2008; Stake, 1995). In choosing participants
for this case study, a purposeful sampling was used in the selection process. The rationale for
the purposeful sampling of participants was to ensure that relevant, current, and specific
information (Creswell, 2008; Maxwell, 2013; Stake, 1995) would be obtained from higher
education business college faculty known to teach fully online courses and who potentially use
social media and communication tools in their online courses.
Purposeful Sampling
Three sampling strategies of the sixteen different types of purposeful sampling methods
were proposed for use in this study (Miles & Huberman, 1994), whereas, only two strategies
were needed. A first proposed method of purposeful sampling was for the researcher to identify
potential participants through an online search of business faculty teaching fully online courses
as listed in the university’s spring 2017 course schedule. This method yielded the five faculty
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participants. A second proposed method was the criterion strategy because this method
recognizes the shared characteristics among participants (Creswell, 2008; Miles & Hugerman,
1994). The participants for this study were full-time, tenured and non-tenured faculty members
that had taught online courses for at least three years, but more online teaching experience was
given higher priority for sample selection to ensure better online instructional proficiency.
Faculty members targeted included both graduate and undergraduate teaching faculty in the
business college at a southeastern university located in an urban city. The rationale for keeping
the participant pool in one college was to look at the similarities and differences among the
courses in one college under one mission and using one learning management system, which was
BrightSpace Desire2Learn. The third proposed strategy was the snowball method, which
involves participant referral possibilities (Creswell, 2008; Miles & Huberman, 1994). This
method was not implemented as a sufficient number of participants were achieved through the
online search and criterion strategies.
Participant Profiles
Five business college faculty met the purposeful sampling criteria and agreed to
participate in the study, as profiled in Table 1 from most to least years of higher education
teaching experience. Pseudonyms were assigned to each participant for anonymity reasons. As
seen, the final group of participants included three males and two female faculty members
comprised of a tenured professor and associate professor and three instructors. When examining
teaching experience, years of higher education teaching ranged from 41 to 15, while experience
teaching online courses ranged from nine to seven years. Thus, the purposeful sampling
techniques resulted in study participants who were full-time, tenured and non-tenured business
college faculty members with more than three years of higher education online teaching
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experience to better ensure online instructional proficiency. Although the five faculty
participants were targeted for their online teaching experience, all faculty participants
additionally teach face-to-face classes and some have taught hybrid courses. However, for this
study, the faculty participants and their chosen fully online course was the focus for this research.
Table 1
Profiles of Business College Participants
Participant
Pseudonyms

Gender

Mark
Sue
Kevin
Joe
Kim

M
F
M
M
F

Rank
Instructor
Instructor
Professor
Associate Professor
Instructor

Tenure?

Years Higher Ed
Teaching

Years Online
Teaching

No
No
Yes
Yes
No

41
30
25
23
15

8
9
9
7
7

Interview Protocol
The semi-structured interviews were guided by the Interview Protocol (Appendix A).
The protocol began with the Welcome and Consent section that acknowledged receipt of the
signed Consent Form (Appendix B), which received Institutional Review Board approval
(Appendix C). This opening section also informed the participant that the interview would be
recorded, and that the researcher would review the study purpose, the interview process, and
definitions. Following this, the researcher began the interview process by asking five academic
background questions for the participant profiles, as noted above in Table 1. Next, were
inquiries associated with each of the three research questions. First, were investigations into the
four areas regarding faculty perceptions of connectedness:
•

How would you define connectedness?

•

How important is connectedness in online courses?
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•

What role should connectedness play with regard to communication between you and
your online students?

•

What role should connectedness play with regard to communication among students
in an online course?

Participants were then asked to describe their personal and professional experience with
social media and communication tools to provide a contextual basis for the interview responses.
The personal- and non-work-related activities items were as follows:
•

What types of social media do you regularly use for personal, non-work related,
activities? Again, for this study social media refers to discussion boards, chats,
Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, etc.

•

What types of communication tools do you regularly use for personal, non-work
related, activities. These would be tools such as phone calls, emails,
videoconferences, such as Skype or Google+ Hangouts, etc.

The professional activities items were:
•

What types of social media do you regularly use for your professional activities?

•

What types of communication tools do you regularly use for your professional
activities?

The interview then shifted to focus on use of social media and communication tools in
online courses by asking participants to select a target online course. The researcher script read
as follows:
First, please identify an online course you would like to use as the context for our
discussion. Please select a course you consider as effective with regard to student
success and a course in which social media and communication tools are used. It should
also be a course you are currently teaching or taught within the past year. Although, the
name of the course will not be recorded, please tell me about the course by answering
these questions:
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The researcher then asked three questions about students in the online course to
determine if for the majority of the students the course was required, if most students were full or
part-time, and were most traditional (age 18 – 24) or non-traditional (25 or older). The
participants were also asked what percentage of the course they developed and how many years
they had taught the course in an online and in a face-to-face format. The interview then shifted
to discuss the integration of social media and communication tools into the target online course
by asking: “What types of social media and communication tools have you used to achieve
connectedness between you and your students and among students?” The researcher was
prompted to record each tool mentioned by the participant. For each tool, the researcher asked
the participant to describe how the tool is used in the class, in what ways, if any, the tool use
helped to build a sense of connectedness between the participant and students and among
students. Participants were provided the opportunity to describe what he/she would do
differently next time the tool is used and why, and to add any additional comments regarding use
of the tool.
The final section of the Interview Protocol asked participants to “share your thoughts
regarding key benefits and challenges of achieving connectedness between you and your students
and among students in online courses.” The interview ended by asking participants “Do you
have any additional comments you’d like to add regarding the use of social media and
communication tools to achieve connectedness between you and students and among students in
online courses?”
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Procedures
The procedures for this research involved three primary phases: participant identification,
recruitment, and interview. Each phase is discussed below.
Participant Identification
This study used purposeful sampling to identify five participants. The following criteria
were used to identify potential participants: business college faculty members who were fulltime, tenured or non-tenured, taught online spring 2017, and had taught online courses for at
least three years. These criteria were selected to better ensure online instructional proficiency.
Identification began by generating a list of potential participants from the university database of
business college online courses taught between spring 2013 and spring 2017. There were twelve
full-time faculty who met the criteria. The list of potential participants was sorted from most to
least years of teaching online, with the top five faculty having from seven to nine years of online
teaching. These five faculty were invited to participate in the study and all accepted the
invitation.
Recruitment
Once potential participants were identified through the purposeful sampling techniques,
the five faculty with the most number of years teaching online business courses received an
email invitation to participate in the study, submitted through the university system. The
invitation provided a brief description of the study’s purpose, interview process, and how to
accept the invitation (Appendix D). Additional faculty members were not invited as the original
five accepted the study invitation to participate. Faculty members with the most online teaching
experience were targeted in a descending order from the initial list of twelve. Participants
interested in the study were contacted the researcher by email as instructed in the email invitation.
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The researcher followed-up by email with each participant to answer questions and forward the
Consent Form (Appendix B) to those indicating further interest to participate in the study.
Interview
The researcher scheduled an agreed upon time and place for the interview for the five
participants who consented to participate in the research study. The researcher arranged face-toface interviews with all five participants at a designated location, but had offered the option of
web-conferencing. The time for each interview ranged from approximately 45 minutes to one
hour to complete, and were recorded for transcription purposes. After the conclusion of the
interview, the participants were emailed summaries of the collective transcribed interviews and
resulting themes pertaining to each research question to review for accuracy, comments, and
questions. The researcher offered to discuss any questions or discrepancies noted by the
participants either by arranging another face-to-face meeting or by corresponding through email
or phone. After all interviews and member checking was completed, each participant was sent a
hand-written thank-you note with an enclosed Amazon $25 gift card as a gesture of appreciation
for their time involvement in the study.
Data Collection
Data were collected using a face-to-face semi-structured interview format, as noted on
the Interview Protocol (Appendix A). Specific data collection strategies included memo-writing
and documenting during the interviews and word-for-word transcriptions of the recorded
interviews. The face-to-face interview provided the non-verbal communication feedback
obtained through participant observation (Baskarada, 2014; Creswell, 2008). The semistructured interview method was used to ensure that the same questions were asked of each
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participant and to ensure the interview questions were aligned with the research question (see
Table 2) and capture the scope of the research’s purpose (Baskarada, 2014; Stake, 1995).
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Table 2
Research Questions by Data Source
Research Questions
1. What are higher education faculty
perceptions of connectedness and its
importance with regard to achieving
connectedness between the faculty
member and students and among
students in fully online?

2. In what ways do higher education
faculty use social media and/or
communication tools in their fully
online courses to achieve
connectedness between the faculty
member and students and among
students?

Data Source: Interview Protocol Questions
1.

How would you define connectedness?

2.

How important is connectedness in online courses?

3.

What role should connectedness play with regard to
communication between you and your online students?

4.

What role should connectedness play with regard to
communication among students in an online course?

Context Description:
Faculty Experience with Social Media and Communication Tools
Personal- and Non-work-related Activities
• What types of social media do you regularly use for personal,
non-work related, activities? Again, for this study social media
refers to discussion boards, chats, Facebook, Twitter, Instagram,
etc.
• What types of communication tools do you regularly use for
personal, non-work related, activities. These would be tools
such as phone calls, emails, videoconferences, such as Skype or
Google Hangouts, etc.
Professional Activities
• What types of social media do you regularly use for your
professional activities?
• What types of communication tools do you regularly use for
your professional activities?
Target Online Course
First, please identify an online course you would like to use as the
context for our discussion. Please select a course you consider as
effective with regard to student success and a course in which social
media and communication tools are used. It should also be a course
you are currently teaching or taught within the past year. Although,
the name of the course will not be recorded, please tell me about the
course by answering these questions:
• For the majority of students, is the course:
o Required or an Elective?
• Are the majority of the students:
o Full or Part time?
o Traditional (age 18 – 24) or Non-Traditional (25 or older)?
• Approximately what percentage of the course did you develop?
• Approximately, how many years have you taught this course:
o In an online format?
o In a face-to-face format?

(table continues)
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Table 2 (Continued)
Research Questions

Data Source: Interview Protocol Questions

2. (continued) In what ways do higher
education faculty use social media
and/or communication tools in their
fully online courses to achieve
connectedness between the faculty
member and students and among
students?

Integrating Social Media and Communication Tools for Teaching
1. What types of social media and communication tools have you
used to achieve connectedness between you and your students
and among students (RQ1)?
a. [Tool]
b. [Tool]
c. [Tool]
d. [Tool]
e. [Tool]
We will now discuss each social media and communication tool
by reviewing:
o How the tool is used.
o How use of the tool supports the sense of
connectedness between you and your students and
among students.
[Tool A]
Please describe how [Tool A] was used in your class.
In what ways, if any, did use of this tool help build a sense of
connectedness between you and your students?
In what ways, if any, did use of this tool help build a sense of
connectedness among the students?
What will you do differently next time you use this tool, and
why?
Other comments you’d like to add regarding use of this tool?
[Tool B - E]
Same questions as for Tool A.

3. What do higher education faculty
report as key benefits and
challenges to achieving
connectedness between the faculty
member and students and among
students in fully online courses?

Benefits and Challenges of Achieving Connectedness in Online
Courses
Thank you for sharing how you use social media and communication
tools to achieve connectedness between you and your online students
and among online students. The final portion of the interview
explores your thoughts regarding key benefits and challenges of
achieving connectedness between you and your students and among
students in online courses.
First, would you please describe any benefits of achieving
connectedness between you and your online students?
What are the benefits, if any, of achieving connectedness among
online students?
Let’s switch the focus to challenges of achieving connectedness
between you and your online students. What would you consider as
the greatest challenges?
What are the greatest challenges of achieving connectedness among
online students?
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Use of the semi-structured interview format allowed the participants to share their unique
perspectives and any additional information important to the research questions. Allowing for
flexibility in further probing due to participant responses not considered added to the richness of
the study (Creswell, 2008; Stake 1995). Moreover, a semi-structured interview is a method of
data collection that supplies data through a guided conversation between the researcher and the
participants and is an important source for case study evidence (Baskarada, 2014; Yin, 2014).
For this study, one interview was scheduled with each purposely-identified faculty member who
agreed to participate. The participants were informed of a possible second, follow-up interview
and when asked if that was acceptable, all agreed during the first interview. All participants
stated in the interview that they were available through phone or email for follow-up purposes
and stated that they were happy to do so. The confidentiality of the data collected will be
maintained within the limits of law and was communicated prior to the interview and at the time
of the interview. Furthermore, each participant’s name was replaced with a pseudonym chosen
by the researcher.
Data Analysis
This study implemented qualitative data analysis, which is described as both robustly
detailed and a challenging part of the analysis process (Baskarada, 2014; Eisenhardt, 1989). The
qualitative approach was used for the purposes of analytical generalization, meaning the
extraction of concepts emerging from the data, rather than statistical generalizations to a
population occurring in the quantitative research method (Baskarada, 2014; Yin, 2014). A
constant comparison method was selected for analysis of the semi-structured interviews
(Creswell, 2008; Glaser & Strauss, 1967), which involved categorizing and sequencing the data
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as well as discovering similarities and differences among the data sets (Charmaz, 2006; Merriam,
1998; Saldana, 2013).
The constant comparison method uses the process of open coding (Charmaz, 2006).
Coding is a type of analysis (Miles & Huberman, 1994; Saldana, 2013) that involves a
qualitative researcher reviewing transcripts, field notes, journal or analytic memo-writing entries,
photographs, videos, drawings, e-mail correspondence, or any other documents derived from
conducting the research study (Saldana, 2013). A code is representative of a word or short
phrase such as “benefits” or “work constraints inhibiting” that symbolize essence-capturing for
data analysis and later, the process of theme building. Moreover, coding is a method that leads
to organization or groupings of codes into “families” (p.9) because of patterned or shared
characteristics (Saldana, 2013). According to Merriam (1998), the researcher’s analysis and
interpretation in the constructivist process (coding) of a research study reflects the “constructs,
concepts, language, models, and theories” (p.48) of the researcher’s perspective, judgment, and
subjectivities. Coding is an exploratory technique in the analysis of linking data to ideas, themes,
and implications of the study (Merriam, 1998; Richards & Morse, 2007; Saldana, 2013).
The data analysis for this study began as memo writing and documenting during the
semi-structured interviews; however, the majority of the data were analyzed at the conclusion of
the interviews (Baskarada, 2014; Maxwell, 2013). Below are details of the transcription and
coding process.
Transcription
Each of the five participant interviews was transcribed word-for-word into a Google Docs
file. An average of three to four hours for each transcription was the process and for longer
interviews (one hour), transcription was just beyond four hours. Two Sony ICD-UX533 digital
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recorders were used for each of the five interviews. The downloaded MP3 files were placed on a
Hewlett Packard personal computer (pc) laptop with installed Sony Sound Organizer software
(not Mac compatible). The software allowed for playback slowing of the digital interviews for
easier transcribing and later editing of transcript interviews. Earphones were used to listen to the
digital interviews on the pc laptop, while Google Doc’s voice-transcribing feature was used with
the Chrome browser on an iMac desktop to talk out the interviews for first draft transcribing.
During the listening of all digital recordings, a slower tempo feature was used for editing of the
first draft transcripts. Final edits were made to each of the five transcriptions by listening to the
digital recordings on the pc laptop using Sony Sound Organizer software. Becoming familiar
with the data by listening to digital recordings and reading the transcripts, multiple times allows
for themes to emerge and categorizations of themes to be organized and sequenced (Baskarada,
2014; Charmaz, 2006; Creswell, 2008; Yin, 2014). Furthermore, this constant comparison
continued as multiple line-by-line readings occurred. By engaging in multiple reviews of data,
the researcher built a necessary familiarity with the data to conduct the analysis (Baskarada,
2014; Creswell, 2008; Yin, 2014).
Coding Process
The coding was first done by reading and reviewing the transcripts multiple times and
making margin notation of codes. Then, the researcher developed a color highlighting system of
blue, pink, yellow, purple, orange, and green representing different aspects of each research
question and symbols of a circle, hyphen line, X, and square to represent key subthemes themes
for each of the three research questions. For the researcher, visual data analysis made it easier to
extract codes and themes. Visual data analysis is one way to manage the exploratory process for
themes in qualitative research (Merriam, 1998; Saldana, 2013). As an example, for research
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question 1, yellow was used for connectedness defined and pink for how faculty and students
connected; for question 2, blue represented digital tool use; and for question 3, green was used
for benefits and orange for challenges. Symbols used with blue highlighting for faculty use of
social media tools, was a circle for personal use, a hyphen line for professional use, and a square
for use in courses. All of the transcripts were highlighted with the six colors and additionally
marked with symbols. Then, the colored highlighted excerpts from each transcript were
transferred into a Microsoft Excel worksheet and given their respective color and symbol.
Additionally, the columns of data included: 1) participant, 2) statement, 3) category (e.g.
challenge), 4) research question, 5) between faculty and students, 6) among students, 7) code (as
many as needed), 8) emerging themes, and 9) symbols. This was an iterative process to include
all of the data. After all data were entered, the data sort feature in Excel was used to group the
categories (e.g., benefits, challenges, connection between faculty/students, connection among
students) for data analysis and identification of emerging themes. Figure 1 shows the layout of
this process in an Excel spreadsheet.

Figure 1. Example Excel worksheet showing excerpts of data coded for analysis
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Trustworthiness
In order for a qualitative research product to have rigor, several careful strategies and
processes need to occur to ensure internal and external validity (Baskarada, 2014; Yin, 2014) and
trustworthiness (Creswell, 2008). During the semi-structured interviews, notes were taken on
interview responses and observation of the interviews. Additionally, the researcher requested
clarification and further probing when answer responses were unclear, to ensure that the
researcher accurately captured the data. Furthermore, the researcher used digital voice
recordings, as agreed upon by the participants, to ensure accuracy. The researcher transcribed
each digital voice recording. The researcher then listened to each interview and reviewed the
transcripts multiple times while taking notes and journaling during the data analysis phase
(Charmaz, 2006). Rich, thick descriptions were derived as themes from the participant
interviews. The process of reviewing and theme building allowed for a transferability of the
researcher to relate to the situations described in the interviews and from multiple readings of the
transcripts (Creswell, 2008). The researcher also employed member checking to ensure accuracy
of the data (Creswell, 2008). Member checking involved emailing faculty participants a
summary of the research question findings and themes. Each participant had the opportunity to
provide their own assessment of the summaries and noted themes. Additionally, peer debriefings
of some dissertation committee members transpired (Baskarada, 2014; Creswell, 2008; Yin,
2014).
Researcher’s Subjectivities
In a qualitative research study, the researcher uses methods of journaling and memowriting as a way to acknowledge her preconceptions, biases, assumptions, background
knowledge and beliefs, and theoretical lens towards her interaction on the research data and
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process. This documentation and acknowledgement process is known as bracketing (Charmaz,
2006, Fischer, 2009; Yin, 2014). Moreover, the bracketing process allows for the researcher to
acknowledge her imposed assumptions and biases, while continuously checking to make sure
that biases are acknowledged and verbalized in her research document.
The researcher’s educational and experience background are obvious factors to consider.
The researcher has more than twenty-three years of teaching at the college level and more than
fifteen years teaching online, and was aware of her assumptions, preferences, and biases
regarding her views on instructional design choices, pedagogical beliefs, and personal teachingstyle preferences; thus, she entered the interviews with an open mind and allowed for
objectiveness when reviewing and analyzing the data. The member checking and peer
debriefings helped align those bias possibilities. Moreover, her current training as a doctoral
student in instructional design and technology has exposed her to many instructional design and
learning theories. The researcher diligently watched for prejudices and judgment of participants
choices and understood that she might learn new ideas, having gone through the research process
and explored what others were doing in their online courses.
Ethical Considerations
Ethical considerations were a priority and practiced throughout this qualitative research
study. All participants signed a consent form (Appendix B) with details of the research study as
well as of the risks and benefits of their participation, the voluntary nature of it, their right to end
the interview, and that participants’ confidentiality will be legally secured. Additionally, all
participants were informed of their participation as part of the researcher’s doctoral dissertation
research, as stated in the email invitation (Appendix D). After the completion of the study,
participants received a $25 gift card for their time and consideration in the study.
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Chapter 3 Summary
The overall purpose of this research was to explore higher education faculty perceptions
of connectedness in their fully online courses and how faculty use social media and/or
communication tools to achieve the sense of connectedness in their online higher education
courses. The study used a qualitative case study design with five business college full-time
faculty who were teaching or taught an online course during the spring 2017.
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Chapter 4
Results
The overall purpose of this research was to explore higher education faculty perceptions
of connectedness in their fully online courses and how faculty use social media and/or
communication tools to achieve a sense of connectedness in their online courses. The study was
guided by the following research questions:
1. What are higher education faculty perceptions of connectedness and its importance
with regard to achieving connectedness between the faculty member and students and
among students in fully online courses?
2. In what ways do higher education faculty use social media and/or communication
tools in their fully online courses to achieve connectedness between the faculty
member and students and among students?
3. What do higher education faculty report as key benefits and challenges to achieving
connectedness between the faculty member and students and among students in fully
online courses?
This chapter contains findings associated with the three research questions as derived
from five participant responses to the Interview Protocol questions. Participants for the study
were chosen based on the criteria of full-time faculty employment status in one university’s
business school and the most years of online teaching experience. All five faculty participants
had experience teaching both undergraduate and graduate courses with three of five faculty
members choosing to discuss their graduate courses for the study.
The semi-structured interview for all five participants resulted in interview times ranging
from 38:56 to 60:10 minutes in length. Thanking the participant for their time and introducing
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the preliminary information regarding the study’s purpose accounted for some of the initial time,
while the majority of the interview time was spent with rich discussion of their responses to the
interview questions and further detail of their practices in the chosen course for the study.
The order in which the results for each question are presented is based on most higher
education experience to least experience, for consistency purposes: Mark, 41 years; Sue, 30
years; Kevin, 25 years; Joe, 23 years, and Kim, 15 years.
Research Question 1
What are higher education faculty perceptions of connectedness and its importance with
regard to achieving connectedness between the faculty member and students and among
students in fully online courses?
Following are results related to faculty perceptions of the meaning of connectedness and
how they perceive the importance of connectedness between themselves and their students and
among students in their online courses. The results are presented to address the three main
components of Question 1: faculty perceptions of connectedness; importance of connectedness
between faculty member and students; and importance of connectedness among students.
Faculty Perceptions of Connectedness
The Interview Protocol addressed faculty perceptions of connectedness by asking
participants, “How would you define connectedness?” Overall, participant definitions of
connectedness tended to reflect being readily available to students; being approachable and
maintaining frequent and open communication; and realizing connectedness is the “psychosocial” foundation of a successful course. Responses from the five participants are summarized
below. Key themed responses from participants revealed that overall, their perception of
connectedness included: accessibility of faculty member, availability of faculty member,
frequency of interactions, and approachability of faculty member, which was expressed with
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perceptions of possessing empathy, students feeling safe, students feeling respected, and
comfort-level of the student. To differentiate between the terms accessibility and availability,
the accessibility of faculty member denotes that the faculty member can be reached through
many communication tools and is not limited to just email, for example. The availability of
faculty member denotes that the faculty member is reachable at any reasonable time. Most
participants stated that their response time to students was within twenty-four hours, with some
stating it was within the hour. Furthermore, one participant was available to speak to an online
student in Europe at 2 a.m. Following is a summary of participant responses to their perception
of connectedness:
Mark. Mark identified connectedness as always being available and accessible to his
students. Mark’s response is below:
Mark: My definition of connectedness is that every student has the opportunity to get to
me whenever they need to get through, whatever means they can—that’s my meaning of
connectedness…kids call me at two in the morning because they’re somewhere else in
Europe....I give my students opportunity to reach me whenever they can. No student has
ever been able to not reach me. And, I answer my kids right away….I never wait till the
next day….But, that’s two of the keys: allowing students to reach you anytime, and not
making them wait.
Sue. Sue identified connectedness in themes of frequency of interaction, and
approachability of the faculty member, as seen in the comfort-level of the students and students
feeling safe. Sue’s response is noted as follows:
Sue: …It’s more of frequency of interaction and…the comfort-level that they feel in
terms of reaching out to me so, they have to feel like I’m approachable and if I’m
approachable, then they’ll reach out to me and that results in an exchange, which leads
to connectedness…[those that reach out are] more likely to be somewhat a mature
female….when I say mature, I mean…not even age-wise, but [someone with a] comfort
[level]….they’ve reached a maturity level where they feel they’re an adult with another
adult.
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Kevin. Kevin identified connectedness as a theme of empathy. He stated that being truly
connected with another human means an understanding how the other feels and knowing what
motivates the person. Kevin’s response is noted as follows:
Kevin: Connectedness as a human, I think I would keep the bar pretty high…I’m really
big on empathy and understanding to what extent can people connect at an emotional
level with each other. You know it’s one thing to be able to say words to each other, it’s
another to try to get inside somebody’s head…what are you thinking that motivates what
you’re saying? ...the next deeper level is, what are you feeling that’s driving what’s in
your head…words? ...I look at connectedness as a continuum…what you feel is the Holy
Grail of connectedness…if you and I are really connecting, I’m really understanding
what you’re feeling with emotions….
Joe. Joe defined connectedness in terms of interaction with the students. Moreover, the
key theme from his response is interacting with others. Joe’s response is noted as follows:
Joe: I guess just interacting with the students is what it is all about.
Kim. In relation to connectedness, Kim identified key themes in terms of
approachability of the faculty member as demonstrated in her statements of students feeling safe,
feeling respected, and feeling a comfort-level in her online courses. Kim’s response is noted as
follows:
Kim: …I would define it in a teaching environment as feeling like the instructor reaches
out to the student when needed, but the student also feels comfortable in reaching out to
the instructor and if the student needs to reach out to the instructor, that they know how
to do it….which is definitely more challenging in an online class….both parties feel
comfortable reaching out to each other….the student feels safe connecting with the
instructor…they feel like they’ll be treated with respect and that any information shared
will be kept confidential….if they don’t hear anything back, they do start feeling very
disconnected.
Summary. Participants for this study were chosen based on the number of years of
teaching in higher education, and also based on having the most years of online teaching in their
business college. Thus, all participants have gained experience with regard to ‘what has worked’
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versus ‘what has not worked’ in their online courses. Moreover, participant responses suggest
that their perception of connectedness is not only shaped by their experiences in teaching online
courses, but also by their personal way of interacting with others. Furthermore, it is worth noting
that most participants’ themed responses reflect a sense of it being their responsibility to create
an online learning environment of connectedness.
Importance of Connectedness Between Faculty Member and Students
To assess faculty perceptions regarding the importance of connectedness between
themselves and their students, two interview questions were asked: “How important is
connectedness in online courses?” and “What role should connectedness play with regard to
communication between you and your online students?” Key ideas from this response included
the importance and challenges of connectedness in online environments, initiation of reaching
out by students and faculty, and sensitivity to student needs. While some faculty initiated
reaching out to students, others did not see initiation as their role, but rather, students first
initiating to faculty or among students. Below are excerpts from participant responses to these
questions.
Mark. Mark emphasized the importance of being a person that students comfortably felt
that they could easily reach out to and available to explain the technical aspects of the course and
assignments. Mark also goes as far as reaching out to them to ask why they performed poorly.
Mark’s response is stated below:
Mark: I’m very, very friendly; I’m very open; I’m not pretentious; I’m just down to
earth; they [students] appreciate that…. I try to put myself in their shoes…I have respect
for kid…. I just treat people with decency…. I think it’s [Mark’s role in being connected
with his students] very important. Some kids don’t want it; they don’t need it… [for some
students] I feel like I’m holding them…I’m very sensitive towards that [student need to]
interact…I’m always there…I’m very adaptive to the student…I don’t force the student to
do things…. Just know your students by talking to them …I say please call me,
because…usually, it’s technical. If they don’t answer me back, I bug them; I’ll email
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them right back; I follow up all the time, even when they don’t answer back. I want to
find out why they’re not getting it…. I email them if they make a poor grade…I ask them
why are you doing this? What’s going on?
Sue. Sue’s response indicated that her graduate students typically initiated contact with
her rather than her initiating with them. Her preference, time constraints, and the large class size
are the reasons she does not see it necessary to reach out (connect) with students. Sue responded
as follows:
Sue: Well, not extremely important; not extremely important….[with]the feeling of
approachability…I would measure in terms of how many interactions that we’re
together…that would measure connectedness…the frequency of interactions and also
their comfort-level and having discussions with them to be the one to listen….I would say
that 85-90% would not come to me [students that don’t understand something in the
course]….the younger ones…only feel comfortable going to their classmates….[Between
faculty member and online students:] …wait for them to come to me…I am not a real
…touchy-feely person….I will chat with them [students] but usually if they initiate with
me…I want that distance …I don’t want to hear your problems…but I’m not going to
have a one-on-one conversation unless they initiate first…I have so many students [130
students for one semester].
Kevin. Kevin’s emphasis of the importance of connectedness in online courses is
influenced by his core practice of connecting with others. He portends that achieving
connectedness, although challenging, results in higher student retention and grade performance.
Furthermore, Kevin hopes for the importance of connectedness to become more mainstream.
Kevin responded as follows:
Kevin: I’ll start out with my bias, which is—I think connectedness is important to
everything. I think it is the unifying theory of the universe. …that is sort of my baseline….
I think it’s sort of the Holy Grail with online education because of the distance that’s
imposed, because we’re not face-to-face, it’s certainly something to strive for. I don’t
know if we’ll ever get quite there, but it’s certainly worth shooting for….my other bias is
that online will never be as good as face-to-face, but I think there are tools that can help
make it close….[Connectedness] is the metric, over all that should be used, because if
that’s your standard that you’re measuring things on, all of the other things that you
think are important—retention, grade performance and all the other stuff goes along for
the ride….that’s how important I think [connectedness] is….I don’t think a lot of faculty
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worry about [connectedness]…they don’t really think about the psycho-social ways that
we could really facilitate that….hopefully, it becomes more mainstream….
Kevin also revealed his preference of initiating connection with students that resulted in
some sustained relationships after graduation:
…I like having relationships with students after they graduate…. I love students that are
engaged and if we’re connected, a lot of the time that connectedness lives beyond the
course and so I’ll be connected with the students for years and years after that, and that’s
a great thing…. Now some [students] will make a conscious decision, no, I don’t want to
connect with you in this kind of an online arena.
Joe. Joe stated the importance of his graduate students connecting more with one another
during group projects than with him. However, Joe sends email reminder/clarification messages
to let his students know where they should be in the project timeline and to reach out to him if
they have questions. Joe responded in the following manner:
Joe: …It’s somewhat important…it’s more important…in my class…that connectedness
with the group is more important than connectedness with me. …It’s important, yeah…. I
will send out brief messages…the second half [of the semester] saying this is about where
you should be with the project…if you have any questions, let me know so I reach out, but
generally don’t get much interaction until the very end.
Kim. Kim asserted the importance and challenge of connectedness in online courses and
stated her role as one that is available to help when needed and to provide timely feedback, but
doesn’t feel her role is one to remind students of deadlines. Kim’s statement is below:
Kim: It’s obviously essential [connectedness in online courses]. It’s important
regardless of how you’re teaching; it’s even more essential in online classes…. It’s
especially important that students feel like you’re available; that they can ask questions….
It’s really important [in] online [classes] and certainly more challenging…. When a
student reaches out to me, [it’s] my role to contact them in a timely manner. [When the
online course] is laid out…I don’t feel like it is my role, which some instructors probably
do, I do not feel it’s my role to constantly reach out to the students and remind them
about deadlines….I do feel like it’s my role to reach out to students and remind them of
anything that’s important or anything that’s changed….[students who struggle or are
absent online] I reach out to them and say, hey, you’re going to fail, is there something
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going on that I can help you with….I’m pretty blunt; I don’t tiptoe around….another
part of connectedness is when students submit work is to get something back from you;
some sort of feedback
Summary. All participants stated the importance and need for connectedness within
online environments, while also acknowledging the challenges to accomplish successful
connectedness because of the distance imposed. Three of the five participants stated that student
initiation of communication with the faculty member was their preference of connectedness,
while the other two faculty participants initiated additional interaction with students and even
sustained relationships after graduation. Two of the participants also acknowledged and
respected that some students preferred not to make efforts to connect with faculty members, thus
being sensitive toward student needs. However, all participants stated the importance of their
availability and responsiveness and that the course design is such that students are able to
connect with faculty.
Importance of Connectedness Among Students
The interview question, “How important is connectedness in online courses?” was also
used to ascertain faculty perceptions regarding the importance of connectedness among students
as well as responses to the question, “What role should connectedness play with regard to
communication among your online students?” Among the notable responses regarding
importance of connectedness among students in online courses were the following themes: all
participants felt that connectedness among students was a critical component of online courses,
with many stating student connectedness importance over faculty/student connectedness.
Additionally, many participants designed their courses, enabling a significant amount of studentfacilitated activities involving mentoring, teaching, and evaluation of other students. Below, are
quotes from participant responses regarding importance of connectedness among students.
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Mark. In Mark’s online course, students facilitated chapter reviews on the discussion
forum that included overseeing problem-solving and answering other student questions. Mark
stated that students took control and taught many of the course’s concepts. Mark’s comments
are:
Mark: I have each chapter discussion forum and I assign students to that discussion.
…They have to answer the question. They have to work the homework, and post the
homework…and answer the questions. I give them options …[where students] talk about
what works where you’ve used these concepts at the workplace. Think of ideas where
you would use these concepts and write about it or work problems from the book and talk
about that. You’re in charge for answering the questions…. they take control…they
communicate with one another and decide who’s going to do what.
Sue. Sue emphasized the importance of students connecting with one another, and her
observation that students naturally tend to first reach out to one another, over reaching out to her.
However, Sue also stated that cheating has occurred from students helping one another in her
online courses. Sue’s statements are as follows:
Sue: I think that’s a good thing [students connecting with one another] and I think it does
give them a sense of what they don’t have in a classroom. In the past, you would feel like
you’re experiencing something with people [and] at the same time, you might…discuss
experiences [student discussions in the on-ground classrooms]. Because of online, you
feel more isolated, like you’re the only one in the world; like you’re sitting
somewhere…on top of a mountain, and when you start communicating with the class—
things that you’re struggling [with]—common issues that are happening, or whatever—
then you have kids that…play an important role helping them feel okay with having a
problem [students not understanding the technical assignments, concepts, or terminology]
or validating their online experience….Yeah, but of course, the other thing is that also
results in quite a bit of cheating…yeah, so…it’s good and it’s bad.
Kevin. Kevin stated that connectedness among students in online courses is key because
of their life and professional experiences shared, that otherwise would not occur if the
connectedness focus was just between the faculty member and students. Kevin’s statements are
displayed below:
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Kevin: …Most students…have experience in the real world and have lessons learned
already. I think that the connectedness between them is as important as the
connectedness between the students and myself, because there’s much to be learned,
transferred, and shared and I think it’s potentially very rewarding for them to connect
with each other, as opposed to just connecting with me…. if you just look at what makes
for a good in-person learning experience, it’s less about me and the students, as it is
about the students and the students. I’m there to help facilitate that, so to the extent that I
can try to mimic or replicate that connectedness between students online, I think
that’s…worthwhile.
Joe. Joe discussed that connectedness between the students occurred when students
responded to discussion forum readings and others’ questions and also throughout the course of
the semester for team project milestones.
Joe: In the first half of the course, it’s mostly…reading and responding to the discussion
posts that are in response to the readings and the questions…. [Students responding to
other student posts] …not necessarily critical.…they respond to others, but sometimes
they do have some good discussions come out of that….in the second half of the course, it
is important that they’re working in the project with their team…[I] encourage them….
also, to get together periodically to brief each other on what they are finding, so that it
comes together.
Kim. Kim explained her desire to find innovative ways to help students connect with
each other in online courses, but resorts to having them participate in a team project and through
the online threaded discussion forum. Kim’s response is as follows:
Kim: …it’s [students connecting with each other] certainly not an issue in my on-ground
classes because when I teach…always without exception [students] do a group activity so
my students on-ground never come to class and just sit and listen to me lecture…they
always connect with each other….[online students] connect with each other mainly
through the discussion forum, which I don’t know how effective that is, because I think a
lot of students don’t really like doing those discussions…I require them
[discussions]…that’s…where they get most of their connecting with each other….also, I
do team assignments….I think that’s a huge challenge online with having students
connect with each other and that’s definitely where I feel like I would like to be
innovative more.
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Summary. All participants revealed that their courses were designed to enable student
interaction with one another and all had team projects that required frequent and consistent
student interactions throughout the course. While four participants felt that their courses were
set up well for student interactions, one participant felt more innovative methods could be
explored and implemented. In conclusion, all participants’ courses were either senior-level
undergraduate or graduate-level courses in which student interaction was necessary to course
success and also more likely to occur due to the existence of students’ professional or life
experiences.
Summary of Research Question 1
The three main components of Question 1 are: faculty perceptions of connectedness;
importance of connectedness between faculty member and students; and importance of
connectedness among students. Key themed perceptions of the importance of connectedness
between faculty and students revealed that all participants proclaimed the importance of both
faculty and students initiating and maintaining connectedness, and that faculty must be available,
responsive and sensitive to student needs in order for connectedness to be achieved. In regard to
faculty perceptions of connectedness among students, key themes included: participant
agreement that connectedness is a critical component of online courses and that it is the
responsibility of faculty to create an online environment of connectedness. This was evidenced
in all participants’ courses being designed to facilitate student interactions through team projects.
Another theme was that connectedness among students was often perceived as more important
than the connectedness between faculty and students. In conclusion, most faculty participants
stated that it was their responsibility to create an online learning environment of connectedness.
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Research Question 2
In what ways do higher education faculty use social media and/or communication tools in
their fully online courses to achieve connectedness between the faculty member and students
and among students?
Initial Interview Protocol questions for Question 2 solicited two types of contextual data.
First, participants were asked to share their personal and professional experiences with social
media and communication tools. Next, participants were asked to select a target online course to
use as the context for this study. The interview then shifted to specific questions on how these
tools were used in the target course to achieve connectedness. Below is a summary of these
findings.
Participant Experience with Social Media and Communication Tools
In order to gain an understanding of the participant’s personal and professional
experience with social media and communication tools, the following questions were asked:
Personal- and Non-Work-Related Activities
1. What types of social media do you regularly use for personal, non-work related,
activities? Again, for this study social media refers to discussion boards, chats,
Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, etc.
2. What types of communication tools do you regularly use for personal, non-work
related, activities. These would be tools such as phone calls, emails,
videoconferences, such as Skype or Google Hangouts, etc.
Professional Activities
1. What types of social media do you regularly use for your professional activities?
2. What types of communication tools do you regularly use for your professional
activities?
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As seen in Table 3, use of social media and communication tools for personal and
professional reasons varied across the participants. When looking at personal use of social
media, four of the five participants reported using Facebook, whereas Kevin also used tools such
as Google Suite, Twitter, Instagram, Snapchat, and other popular apps. Social media used
professionally included LinkedIn, used by four participants, Facebook, used by three participants,
and the following tools used by one participant each: Twitter, Google Suite, Glip, and Dropbox.
One participant, Joe, did not use any social media tools for personal or professional reasons.
Regarding communication tools, four of the five participants reported personal and
professional use of email, phone, and text, whereas Kim did not use text professionally. Joe and
Kevin used Skype and Apple’s FaceTime for personal connections, whereas Kevin also used
Skype for professional reasons, as well as Chat. Kim used Skype professionally.
In summary, Mark, Sue, Kevin, and Kim had personal and professional experience using
social media tools. All five participants had personal and professional experience with common
communication tools such as email, phone, and text, whereas Kevin, Joe, and Kim also used
video conferencing tools such as Skype and/or Apple’s FaceTime.
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Table 3
Participant Personal and Professional Use of Social Media and Communication Tools
Social Media Tools

Communication Tools

Participant

Personal

Professional

Personal

Professional

Mark

Facebook

LinkedIn, Facebook

Email, Phone,
Text

Email, Phone,
Text,

Sue

Facebook

LinkedIn, Facebook

Email, Phone,
Text

Email, Phone,
Text

Kevin

Facebook, Google
Suite, Twitter,
Instagram, Snapchat,
WhatsApp, etc.

LinkedIn, Facebook,
Twitter, Google Suite

Email, Phone,
Text, Skype,
FaceTime, Chat

Email, Phone,
Text, Skype,
Chat

Joe

None

None

Email, Phone,
Text, Skype,
FaceTime

Email, Phone,
Text,

Kim

Facebook

LinkedIn, Glip, Dropbox

Email, Phone, text

Email, Phone,
Skype

Selection of Target Online Course
Selection of the target online course for each participant involved asking each one several
questions. Specifically, participants were asked to, “Please select a course you consider as
effective with regard to student success and a course in which social media and communication
tools are used. It should also be a course you are currently teaching or taught within the past
year.” When the course was identified, the information below was solicited.
Target online course
1. For the majority of students, is the course:
a. Required or an Elective?
b. Undergraduate or Graduate?
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2. Are the majority of the students:
a. Full or Part time?
b. Traditional (age 18 – 24) or Non-Traditional (25 or older)?
3. Approximately what percentage of the course did you develop?
4. Approximately, how many years have you taught this course:
a. In an online format?
b. In a face-to-face format?
As seen in Table 4, four target online courses selected by the participants were classified
as being required, with three of the five being graduate courses. When looking at student
composition, two reported most of their students were full-time, while three primarily had parttime students. Additionally, one indicated the majority of the students were traditional, or
between 18 and 24 years of age, and three participants had non-traditional students. One
participant reported that her senior-level course was a mix of traditional and non-traditional
students. The last items gathered information about course development and number of years the
participant taught the course. Participant responses showed that all five participants fully
developed their targeted online course. All five participants had taught their respective courses
in the online format various years, with at least a minimum of six years, and one participant
reporting that he taught his course online for ten years. The number of years teaching the
targeted course face-to-face varied with the range being 0 to 23 years.
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Table 4
Target Online Course Details by Participant
Participants
Mark

Sue

Kevin

Joe

Kim

Required

Elective

Required

Required

Required

Undergraduate

Graduate

Graduate

Graduate

Undergraduate

Full time

Part time

Part time

Part time

Full time

Traditional

NonTraditional

NonTraditional

NonTraditional

Mix

100%

100%

100%

100%

100%

Years taught in online format

9

6

8

10

7

Years taught as Face-to-Face
Class

23

0

16

10

10

Course Details
Required or Elective
Undergraduate or Graduate
Majority of students were
Full time or Part time
Majority of students were
Traditional (18-24) or
Non-Traditional (25 or older)
Percent of course developed by
participant

The following summaries of each participant’s target online course provide a contextual
basis for participant responses associated with Question 2.
Mark selected an undergraduate, technical, business course that was required by most of
his students, who were primarily traditional, full-time students. Mark developed the course and
had taught it in an online format for nine years and as a face-to-face course for 23 years.
Sue’s targeted course was an elective, graduate, critical-thinking business course
primarily taken by non-traditional, part-time students. Sue fully developed the course and had
taught it in an online format for six years, and has not taught the graduate-level course as a faceto-face course, but has taught this course at the undergraduate-level in a face-to-face
environment for ten years.
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Kevin chose to discuss a course that he fully developed and that was a required, graduate,
MBA course that he’d taught online for eight years and 16 years face-to-face. Enrollment
consisted of mostly part-time and non-traditional students.
Joe’s course for the study was a required, graduate, business course that he fully
developed and had taught face-to-face and online for ten years. The students in the course were
part-time and non-traditional students.
Kim chose to discuss a required, undergraduate, capstone, business course that she had
fully developed and had taught face-to-face for ten years and online for seven years. Her
students were mostly full-time students and comprised of both traditional and non-traditional
students.
Social Media and Communication Tools Used in Target Course
After participants described their personal and professional use of social media and
communication tools and provided information on their targeted course, they were asked the
second set of interview questions for Question 2, which inquired about social media and
communication tools used to achieve connectedness in online courses.
A summary of the social and communication tools used in the target class is provided in
Table 5 and brief descriptions of these tools are in Appendix E. As seen, twelve social media
and ten communication tools were used in the target classes. The number of social media tools
used per participant ranged from three to seven tools. The most frequently used social media
tools were Ensemble, used by all participants except Kim for sharing Podcasts and Audio Slides,
and Google Docs, used by Kevin, Joe, and Kim for student interactions. Sue and Kevin had
students use the G Suite for collaborative document creation, while Joe and Kim used GroupMe
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to support online chats. The five social media tools used by just one participant were: Facebook,
Glip, Microsoft Project, Twitter, and Wiggio.
As seen in Table 5, there was a greater use of communication tools as compared to social
media tools to achieve connectedness. The number of communication tools used per participant
ranged from a low of five for Sue to a high of ten tools for Kevin. All participants used the LMS
provided discussion board, Dropbox feedback, email, and news pages. All participants except
Kim used audio slides and podcasts, while all except Sue communicated with students via phone
calls. Three of the five participants, Mark, Kevin, and Joe, reported using text communication to
their students. Both Kevin and Kim used Skype to connect with students, whereas Kevin and Joe
used Google Hangouts Meet and Chat for the same purpose.
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Table 5
Participant Use of Social Media and Communication Tools Used in Target Online Course
Tools
Social Media

Mark

Kevin

Joe

Kim

Total*

Ensemble

4

Google Docs

3

LinkedIn

2

G Suite

2

GroupMe

2

Slack

2

YouTube

2

Facebook

1

Glip

1

Microsoft Project

1

Twitter

1

Wiggio

1
Total

Communication

Sue

3

3

7

3

6

Mark

Sue

Kevin

Joe

Kim

Discussion Board

Total*
5

Dropbox feedback

5

Email

5

News Page

5

Audio Slides/Podcast

4

Phone

4

Text

3

Skype

2

Google Hangouts Meet

2

Chat

2
Total

7

5

10

Note. *Sorted from most to least use; shaded cell represents use of tool
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9

6

The Interview then proceeded to gain information about how the tools were used to
achieve connectedness. Specifically, for each tool identified by the participant, the following
questions were asked:
•

Please describe how the tool was used in your class.

•

In what ways, if any, did use of this tool help build a sense of connectedness between you
and your students?

•

In what ways, if any, did use of this tool help build a sense of connectedness among the
students?

•

What will you do differently next time you use this tool, and why?

•

Other comments you’d like to add regarding use of this tool?
Responses to these questions are summarized in relation to the two main focus areas of

Question 2: use of social media and communication tools to achieve connectedness between
faculty and students; and use of social media and communication tools to achieve connectedness
among students.
Use of Social Media and Communication Tools to Achieve Connectedness Between Faculty
and Students
Participant responses to the questions for each tool used are summarized by participant.
Relevant quotes are included to further describe ways in which participants integrated social
media and communication tools to connect with their students in fully online courses. As part of
the university’s and business college’s standardization requirements for online courses, all
faculty participants were expected to use the LMS communication tools such as the News Page,
Discussion Board, Dropbox feedback, and email system as means for connecting with their
online students. Faculty used social media and communication tools to connect with their
students for both one-on-one interactions between faculty member and students and faculty
member interactions with the class at large and/or student groups. One-to-one interactions
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occurred mostly through email and Dropbox feedback on assignments, used by all five faculty
participants. Occasionally, text, phone, and Skype were used by faculty to connect one-on-one
with their students. Faculty interactions with the class at large were asynchronous and mainly
occurred by email, LMS News Page post, LMS Discussion posts, and Audio Slides/Podcasts.
Whereas, synchronous communication was used by two faculty participants who reported using
Google Hangouts to interact with students during group projects. Faculty responses are
summarized below:
Mark. Mark used three social media tools, Ensemble, Facebook, and YouTube, and
seven communication tools to connect individually or collectively with his undergraduate online
students. One-to-one interactions included email, Dropbox feedback, text, and phone. Within
these communications, Mark was able to add a personal touch and better establish a supportive
relationship with students. Tools used to connect with the class at large were email, Ensemble,
audio slides/podcasts, discussion board, and the LMS news page.
Mark: I’m always there…if you need me, I’m here…[I] always send emails out saying
we’re meeting now, or meeting today…
I like the old-fashioned telephone…. I try to encourage my students to call me…they have
my cell phone number. So, I tell students …it’s so much easier for you to call me on the
phone…. I like to put the fires out right away and answer questions right away; the phone
is the quickest way to do that…to write statistical answers [or] when they ask me
technical questions…[to] clear things up…
I like texting…for simple yes-no questions, but I feel that students can’t feel the
emotional aspects from texting or email and I’ve had a few times students tell me they
thought I was mad at them.
[Mark’s advice to students] I encourage kids to use YouTube and Facebook…to see if
somebody else is working a regression or Excel problem….
…They love my podcast[s] [Audio slides put into a podcast]. I hear these are the best
podcasts I’ve ever seen…It’s a lecture…that’s one thing I did; it’s new [I was given a
motion tablet computer] so I was able to write on the PowerPoint so that you’re hearing
my voice and seeing my pen moving on the PowerPoint so I’m talking to you and you’re
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seeing all of that….I can jump from past PowerPoint or a blank sheet and [they hear] me
talk…I can jump to Excel or SAS…and walk them step-by-step…And I cut jokes [and they
say] ‘you’re so funny in the podcasts’…I’ll ask questions and then subconsciously they’ll
just answer and they say, ‘wait a minute, this is just a podcast,’ so they laugh all the time
[Mark stated he gets feedback from students to how they interact with his podcasts].
…Sometimes I …cut and paste Excel spreadsheet[s]…into [University’s LMS] in the
discussion forum and in Dropbox [feedback in LMS] [In the] …discussion forum…I
can answer questions for them…
Sue. Sue reported two social media tools used for her to connect with students in her
graduate online technical development course. Sue created audio PowerPoint presentation
podcasts using a voice to text software and a first assignment video for student learning
strategies using Ensemble for uploading the podcasts. Email and News Page were Sue’s primary
communication tool used to connect with her online students. Sue stated that the one-on-one
conversations through email with her students were a way for her and the students to get to know
each other. Following are Sue’s statements:
Sue: Email…The thing is that with every online class, I email the entire class and in this
particular class, there’s a lot more one-on-one. [Regarding Sue’s interaction with her
graduate students in her online class] …You know having a two-way conversation; it’s
working because we’re having a two-way conversation and when you do, that you reveal
something about yourself…so I’m revealing something about my personality. I guess,
when I email one-on-one…and they’re revealing something about themselves.
…[students] just shoot me an email, I’ll get it right away…I tell them it’s the fastest way
to reach me…I’ll answer emails, I want to say, immediately…
[Regarding the voice to text software Sue uses for her podcasts] …for my online
course…stuff changes so much…and [I] am reading it to see if it’s still relevant, so I’m
finding things [out of date] …I’m making some editing changes and then I’ll stick it in a
text to voice [software]…I’ve already written it and don’t want to speak it…[I] hit save as
audio and then that’s it… It’s a woman’s voice and it’s very [professional].
…So [I] put together a 14 minute video [podcast] and it’s called how to be an expert
learner [Sue’s research interest stems from Universal Design and Learning Theories and
Barry Zimmerman’s self-regulated learning and Sue is trying to incorporate these
strategies in her online courses]…I give them [students] techniques and you [students]
decide on one technique to approach the [student] learning process [Sue provides a list
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of motivational metacognitive strategies video at the beginning of her course to make her
students aware of their own best learning strategies to pick from]…this video is going to
show you all of your learning strategies and you’re going to teach yourself and then
…take a survey; there’s no right or wrong answers; it says where do you think you’ll be
able to study best?…that’s their first assignment…[regarding online learning] you can
learn wherever you want; whenever you want, but it also has some drawbacks. The
drawbacks are for people—It’s harder online, but there is a solution, and the solution is
to learn how to learn; learn how to teach yourself.
Kevin. Although Kevin states he will use whatever social media or communication tool
his students prefer using, Kevin’s primary communication tool to connect with his students was
through email. Additionally, Kevin created audio podcast messages in the LMS course and
typed Dropbox feedback to inform and connect with students. Furthermore, Kevin required his
students to have a LinkedIn profile because businesses use LinkedIn for many aspects of
connecting with employees, customers, and communities. Kevin’s statements are below:
Kevin: …I like the aspect of email where it’s asynchronous…Email is the one above
all…communication tool where I really sort of set the ground rules for here’s how we’re
going to effectively communicate. Especially, if they want to communicate with me, this is
how this is going to work; this is the fastest for you…if you have an email issue question
or problem, you’ll get a response really fast…of all those methods [social media and
communication tools], email is probably the one that is most effective, overall…
…I send messages through [regular university] email and I send messages through
[LMS] email…
…until I see something in business that suggest that email is not going to be the tool for
communication, I’ll just keep going with it.…I sort of check…every semester, I just do a
kind of assessment of what’s out there. Are there things that I can change [social media
and communication tools] and email at least for the near long-term, is here to stay…
…Where do I need to meet you to get the job done? I need to meet you in a text
discussion…So you could say a text message, they [students] may want to text…texting is
sort of ethereal; it’s kind of here and gone, I mean I still find it, but I find students delete
texts… [for feedback on assignments] you’re [students] going to get this via email
because that is the best way for you to get this [if there’s a choice of receiving feedback
from text or email].
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…I start out with a video…audio message [Audio PowerPoint podcasts uploaded to
Ensemble] and tell them [students], here’s how you can connect with me and there’s a
lot of ways to do that…
…Things like feedback [in LMS Dropbox] it’s good at giving me an archive of
feedback…I type all of my feedback… I look at feedback, especially if it’s kind of formal
feedback, to me that’s part of the learning content…. feedback on that kind of closing the
loop on that whole contractual assignment thing.
…so that I can meet and relate to people on whatever level or platform that they’re
comfortable meeting…I use all of them [social media tools] …I try to be aware of all the
tools, I’ll meet you wherever you are most comfortable, if you like this, I can meet you
there, if you like that, I’ll meet you there. That’s how I communicate… I use the entire
Google platform [G-Suite] and I always have and have since day one.
…So, I started looking for alternatives to Facebook and I settled on LinkedIn because I
could still sort of achieve my goal, which was to help them [students] understand social
media and collaboration from a business standpoint…LinkedIn was what they really
needed as a business student…it’s good for them to …have a LinkedIn profile…[It is
what] a hiring manager [would expect from a business student].
Joe. Joe reported that his graduate-level online course was autonomous in that his
students managed the course projects and little communication was initiated from Joe, but Joe
was available to students when questions arose or when students initiated communication. Joe’s
primary means of communication to his students was through email, LMS News page and
discussion board and occasionally, text and phone. However, if students missed discussion posts,
Joe would reach out by email to the students. Joe’s feedback to students was through the LMS
Dropbox tool. Joe’s statements are below:
Joe: …discussion groups [LMS discussion board] where I …respond to all the good and
the bad…I’ll respond to the common mistakes…if there’s something posted …I’ll respond
sometimes…I am responding because usually it is something that is a legitimate question
and about something…. There are certainly some [students] that interact that ask more
questions or post more interesting things on the discussion board that I’ll respond to…
[With students] I use email, the discussion board; occasionally it’s face-to-face, they
come into the office…I have had some phone conversations, but not much….
Text...sometimes, yeah.
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…I used the News [LMS News Page] tool.
[Email] I’ll send out a message; that’s my message and if I hear nothing back, I assume
they get it…I’ll respond to them if they have a question or [need] clarification....
[Regarding student missed discussion post] I’ll send them [students] an email to see if
they’re going to participate in the course or not…
…I use [LMS] Dropbox tool [for student assignment feedback].
…To manage the course, I generally use the…[LMS] News page and also, whatever I put
on the news page, I also email to them what I’ve posted so it’s both of those…at least
weekly, sometimes more…
Kim. Kim’s primary communication tools used to connect with students were email and
the LMS News page. However, Kim was also open to using the phone or Skype, if students
preferred that form of connecting. Kim regularly used the LMS discussion board and Dropbox
feature to provide feedback to her students. Additionally, Kim stated that the only social media
tool that she used to directly connect with her students was LinkedIn. Kim’s statements are
below:
Kim: …with [my] students [I] mainly email…if a student is struggling…they’re not
turning in their assignments; they are just absent online, I…reach out to them [by email]
…well, the first communication they [students] get from me is when I emailed them two
weeks before classes start…yeah, I might email them occasionally to remind them about
something important or something has changed, but I don’t just constantly send them
emails.
…I’m individually emailing back and forth with the students [Kim stated when there is a
problem or students have questions]; I think it builds some connectedness. …I never get
to meet them face-to-face, sometimes the email to some extent helps build some
connectedness…I don’t email back-and-forth unless the student initiates it….
[I] make myself available by Skype. Students very rarely do that, but occasionally…
…I would say, go ahead and call my cell phone number; I have done that once in a while
with the student who really needed to talk to me, but I don’t routinely do that.…I will just
tell them, [students] give me a phone number and tell me a good time to call you; I’ll just
call you when it’s convenient [Kim stated, in the event a student needed to talk and Skype
wasn’t an option for that student].
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…assignments they [students] turn [in]…so I make sure that students get their grade…get
some feedback on it [in LMS Dropbox]…I think that’s a part of connectedness….what I
started doing…I have this rubric that is specific to [an assignment]…and I think that’s
why students like it because they can see exactly where the points are…I’m doing this
instead of giving them …lengthy written feedback…I don’t think most of them care [about
lengthy feedback]…because…[they’re] getting ready to graduate; they just want their
grade….it’s a great communication tool [Dropbox] because it gets their attention [the
LMS will notify students when feedback is given].
…I use the News feed [LMS News Page] and I do that every Monday morning at 8 a.m.; I
put up a new announcement…now, I post additional announcements throughout the week.
…Yes, current students, I’ll add them to my LinkedIn network; no problem with
that…I’m not big on social media.
…I don’t post a lot on the discussion board, but sometimes that’s the way of connecting
with students; if you comment on something they posted …the first discussion, they have
…is for students to describe themselves in 100 words or less…they can even post
pictures…I read every single one of them and I comment on [them].
Summary. Faculty responses revealed that social media and communication tools were
primarily used to achieve connectedness between faculty and students by providing student
encouragement, course support, and sharing various aspects of her or his personality through
both one-to-one and class/group interactions. Regarding specific tool use, all participants stated
they preferred using email as their primary tool for one-on-one interactions with students or to
the class as a whole, although all were willing to use other communication means to connect.
For example, when connecting individually with students, Kevin and Kim were open to Skype
communication, while texting was an option for Mark, Sue, Kevin, and Joe. All of the faculty
participants used the LMS communication tools regularly to communicate with students in their
online courses. These tools included a weekly News Page message and Discussion board
feedback, whereas, Dropbox feedback provided a method for one-to-one connections regarding
course assignments. Kim used the Wiggio Social Media application within the LMS, and Kevin,
Sue, Mark, and Joe used audio PowerPoint slides as podcasts and uploaded to Ensemble. The
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podcasts varied from personalized messages to their students to technical step-by-step
instructions for their students.
Use of Social Media and Communication Tools to Achieve Connectedness Among Students
Participant responses regarding tools students used to connect with each other are
summarized by participant. Key themed items resulting from gathered responses to how students
used social media and communication tools to connect with other students included: one-on-one
interactions between students and student interactions with the class at large. One-on-one
student interactions between students were used for peer support, coursework, and course content
clarification. These one-on-one interactions were both synchronous and asynchronous,
depending on the tool used, and occurred mostly through the LMS Discussion Board, email, text,
and Skype or Apple’s FaceTime. Class and group interactions were used for students teaching
and mentoring each other as well as for community building. Common tools used for these
interactions included the LMS Discussion Board, email, Google Hangouts, G Suit, GroupMe,
Google Docs, Glip, and Wiggio. Moreover, the student interactions with other students in the
class or with their groups was also both synchronous and asynchronous, depending on the tool
used. Once again, quotes are included to further explain ways students used social media and
communication tools to achieve connectedness.
Mark. There was one tool, the LMS discussion board, that Mark indicated he used in his
online undergraduate course in which students used to collaborate and learn from one another.
Mark’s statement is below:
Mark: [In using discussion board for student interaction] …I have each chapter
discussion forum and I assign students to that discussion [in discussion
board] ...basically, they take control… They’re working and they communicate with one
another and decide who’s going to do what...[students] work problems and help other
students; they have to teach the other students, only if there’s a problem [and] if students
have a question…
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Sue. Sue reports that the primary ways in which students in her online course connected
with one another were through email, discussion board, and Microsoft Project. Sue comments in
the following statements:
Sue: [Regarding Sue’s knowledge that students used email to communicate among
themselves]…Well I know for a [few] reasons….[When student has] turned in someone’s
work as their own….The other reason…because sometimes they [students] accidentally
email me…I’m on that class list [in LMS email] so I end up getting that message where
they reach out…and they don’t realize that I’m on that class list….The other reason is
because I have a son who was [in] the online program…apparently there’s a whole other
conversation going on between the kids in the class that I’ve observed…there’s sort of an
ongoing conversation among some kids in the class…[students will ask other students]
‘I’m having this experience, what experience are you having?…’
[Regarding students communicating with one another through LMS discussion board]
…Well there’s an issue with installing something…so they [students] will reach out and
say, ‘does anybody have problems installing this software?’…someone else will respond
and say, ‘well, do you have a Mac?’ and then they’ll say, ‘…This is what I did.’
…[students] reply to a message at least five times throughout the semester to get
points…I pull up [statistics: student replies] at the end of the semester just to see how
many times, but I rarely read this stuff again. It’s time; I’m too busy. [assignments on
discussion board in Sue’s online class] …but again, once you assign points to it, that’s
about the strongest incentive you can give them…by saying this is where certain points
are a part of your grade.
[Sue uses Microsoft Project software for her graduate-level class] …I’ll give them a
data set they have to analyze it and then they have to explain it…some assignments were
a creation chart…[students] have to explain what the chart is saying…they [students]
have to respond…they’ll have to discuss, ‘are you understanding this?’ [students asking
other students].
Kevin. In Kevin’s graduate MBA class, he encouraged students to connect with many
social media and communication tools, because many businesses connect and collaborate using a
variety of tools. Moreover, Kevin required his students to use many tools from G-Suite (Google
Docs, Google Sheets, Gmail, YouTube) as well as LinkedIn and Twitter for their collaborative
projects. Kevin’s statements are below:
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Kevin: …I always make that a part of my course design [that] they have to connect with
each other…I think connectedness would be sort of working together effectively like what
helps us collaborate better. How do I get you [the student] to do what you need to do by
the deadline…they learn those modes are best…email works for that person, text works
for [another] person…I make them use all of these tools [social media and
communication tools].
…Well, it’s Google Docs, Google Sheets and a project management they communicate, I
think they learn to communicate through Gmail…we do Google Hangouts…we’ve been
doing that for eight years…I require them to use Hangouts…to talk ...to each other in a
group venue…I want them to get comfortable with virtual teamwork in real time…
…so far, nothing has been better [G-Suite] …I actually have them create Gantt charts
for projects as a spreadsheet so they’re really doing, you know that I could go out and
use Microsoft Project and it would do this automatically for them…I’m also really
sensitive to, does anything cost students money?...
…I’m asking them to do a lot of stuff…in my classes, it’s not particularly hard…to
manage all of the tools; email, Twitter, LinkedIn, Google Docs, Google Sheets, Google
presentations in YouTube are tool[s] I make them use [and] Hangouts so that’s eight
tools right there…
Joe. Joe stated that his online graduate student regularly used email, the discussion board,
Google Docs, Google Hangouts, and chat tools to connect with other students. Additionally, Joe
shared that he knows they used a variety of tools, because when asked, his students would report
various tools used and since many social media and communication tools are available outside
the LMS, Joe stated that he now leaves it up to his students to “self-organize.” Following are
Joe’s statements:
Joe: …They respond to others, but sometimes they do have some good discussions come
out of that [LMS discussion board] ...It’s important that they’re working on the project
with their team…. I encourage other students if they get to it [student question on
discussion board] before me and they can answer and that occasionally happens…
[When asked about what students use in Joe’s course to connect with one another, other
than email] It’s a group chat sometimes; it’s Google Docs, Google Hangouts, and then
others, they meet at a coffee shop so there doesn’t seem to be like one type that works
really well… generally [I] let them figure out how they’re going to do it in their teams….
I know that they’re getting together. Sometimes I’ll ask at the end of a course, if there’s a
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group that I could tell was particularly good at building some kind of rapport, I’ll ask
them what they used; it seems to vary….
There was a time when I…spent a lot of time finding tools…. Dim Dim, Wimba Pronto,
ICQ Chat, SeeVogh, Adobe Connect [Social media and communication tools that used to
be in the university’s LMS] …we had it on campus for [several] semesters and then they
[university] pulled it away - again, what I was doing mostly was giving that tool to the
teams so that they could meet when they want anytime they wanted…[Now] students can
self-organize. I don’t waste my time trying…to get resources.
Kim. For Kim, she primarily assigned the LMS’s discussion board area for students to
share their work experience and complete team project assignments. However, Kim also required
that students collaborate on a social media application throughout the semester for completing
their team projects. Kim recommended the students use the LMS’s Wiggio social media tool, but
did not limit them to just the LMS tools. She also encouraged her students to use whatever social
media tools (Glip, Slack, or GroupMe) they felt comfortable using for their team projects. Kim
statements are as follows:
Kim: They connect with each other mainly through the discussion forum, which I don’t
know how effective that is because I think a lot of students don’t really like doing those
discussions...in a team assignment, they’re connecting with people in their team...when
they [students] share their own work experience with each other, especially in these
online discussions, I think students…get to see how others’ experience work.
…they [students] do case study analysis and they…communicate with each other using
the discussion, which is okay, but there’s no file sharing capabilities or video so what I
started doing was I had them set up Wiggio [Social Media tool within the LMS] ...so they
can chat…file sharing [too].
So…I tell them if your team wants to…use Slack or Glip, or GroupMe…they [students]
are graduating seniors…a lot [of] them have never used anything other than email and
text…I tell them, yes, it’s required…it forces them into a group app.
Summary. In conclusion, all of the faculty participants’ online courses were designed to
include group projects that required students to collaborate and connect with one another.
Faculty indicated social media and communication tools used during student projects to achieve
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connectedness involved one-on-one interactions for peer and coursework support as well as and
group interactions for students teaching and mentoring each other and community building.
While the university’s LMS had communication tools available such as Discussion Board and
email system, most faculty reported students’ use of external communication and social media
tools to connect among one another. The one social media tool embedded into the university’s
LMS was Wiggio and was used by the students of one participant. For external social media use,
Kevin reported his students used seven tools including Twitter, G-Suite, and YouTube, while
Mark encouraged his students to use Facebook groups and YouTube to gain insight on technical
help within his course. Students from three of five participants used Google Docs and two used
G Suite, GroupMe, and Slack for connectedness among students.
Summary of Research Question 2
The two main components of Question 2 were how faculty used social media and
communication tools to achieve connectedness between the faculty member and their students
and among students. Both one-on-one and class/group interactions occurred when achieving
connectedness between faculty and students and among students. The two themes for the
interactions were as follows: 1) faculty used tools for encouragement, course support, and
sharing his or her personality; 2) student used tools for teaching, mentoring, and community
building. Additionally, depending on the social media or communication tool used,
communication was either synchronous or asynchronous. Concerning tools used for interactions,
all faculty participants reported email was the preferred tool personal one-on-one interactions
with their students and also for communicating with the class at large. Dropbox feedback, text,
Skype, and phone were other ways in which faculty connected with their students one-on-one.
For communicating with the class at large, faculty reported using the LMS Discussion posts,
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News Page, and email. Email, text, Skype or FaceTime were reported as tools used by students
to connect with other students one-on-one. Email, Wiggio, Google Hangouts, Discussion Board,
Google Docs, and GroupMe were some of the tools used by students to connect with the class at
large or with their groups. Asynchronous communication tools included Discussion Board,
Dropbox Feedback, email, News Page, and Audio Slide/Podcasts. Synchronous communication
tools included phone, text, Skype, Google Hangouts, and Chat. Those social media tools that are
mostly asynchronous include Ensemble, Google Docs, LinkedIn, YouTube, and Facebook.
Social media tools that are both asynchronous and synchronous features include G Suite, Slack,
Glip, Microsoft Project, and Twitter. Facebook and YouTube can sometimes be synchronous if
two or more people are online at the same time, communicating.
Research Question 3
What do higher education faculty report as key benefits and challenges to achieving
connectedness between the faculty member and students and among students in fully online
courses?
The purpose of Question 3 was to gain an understanding of participant perceptions of the
benefits and challenges of achieving connectedness in fully only courses. The following four
questions on the Interview Protocol were used to address Question 3:
•

First, would you please describe any benefits of achieving connectedness between you
and your online students?

•

What are the benefits, if any, of achieving connectedness among online students?

•

Let’s switch the focus to challenges of achieving connectedness between you and your
online students. What would you consider as the greatest challenges?

•

What are the greatest challenges of achieving connectedness among online students?
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Responses to these questions are summarized in relation to the two main components of
Question 3: benefits of achieving connectedness and challenges of achieving connectedness.
Within these two components, the benefits and challenges of achieving connectedness are
discussed in relation to achieving connectedness between faculty and students and achieving
connectedness among students.
Benefits of Achieving Connectedness Between Faculty and Online Students
When asked about benefits of connectedness between faculty and students, among the
students, key responses were the following: students do not feel alone or isolated, and feel
supported when the faculty member is available and present; students felt more engaged and
motivated; students achieve greater course success. Participant responses are summarized below.
Mark. The benefits of connectedness between Mark and his students were that the
students did not feel isolated. Instead, the students felt appreciated; students felt they could get
his help when needed and that they were cared for—that they did not feel left alone without his
support or availability. Because of the technical and mathematical nature of his course and his
demeanor, Mark’s students were able to reach out for help because they felt supported due to his
availability and approachable style. Mark states:
Mark: [My] students feel that they are appreciated. Students feel like they can get help,
and they feel like they’re cared for—that’s the main thing. [It is important online]
because you feel like you’re by yourself and you don’t feel so alone. You know a lot of
kids, they don’t have anyone to talk to… they talk to me and feel good about themselves.
They don’t feel like there is a raft out in the middle of an ocean, which is nice. They can
always get help when they need it. They don’t feel alone and just left out. Some students
do not need that…. If they’re too shy to write something [on the discussion forum], they
call me on the phone or text me. And if they want to meet with me, I meet with them at
their convenience because they work and I give them a chance to do stuff like that…. I
say, whenever you need me or whenever, you want to see me….

81

Sue. Because of Sue’s fast email responsiveness to students, usually within the hour, her
students appreciated her accessibility and quick responsiveness. Thus, the benefits of
connectedness with Sue and her students were that they always felt that she is there. Sue states:
Sue: Yeah, I think there is a definite benefit to communicating with them. …and I tell
them [students] that that’s [email] the fastest way to reach me and I will say this, I am
very accessible …I answer emails, I want to say immediately, but an average it takes
me…less than an hour…. I usually get up around 4 or 5 in the morning and I get on my
computer before I start my day so I answer all my emails…. they’ll say [students], thank
you for such a quick response. I didn’t expect to get my answers so quickly because
that’s worked well for me, I haven’t found a need to do all these other things…. but if you
think about the way I treat emails, I feel like they feel like I’m always there.
Kevin. Kevin brought out interesting points gleaned from his twenty years of observing
student behavior. He noticed that the students who took initiative connecting with him through
conversations and general engagement during his course and continuing after the course ended,
seemed to have a higher level of success in life. According to Kevin, being connected enables
students to achieve a level of engagement needed for a deeper learning experience and success in
online courses.
Kevin: The benefits of connectedness…if you achieve connectedness in an online
environment, you will already have achieved a level of engagement with the students that
will help ensure that they do well, that they learn, and that they do well in the course….
the students that I have connected with online, those students were all very successful
students …. I like having relationships with students after they graduate and go off and
do great things. I like to keep up with how things are going with them, and so yeah, a lot
of students that I am quite connected to and have been for years, I’ve never met. And, so
I know them, I know their families, I know their children…I’m very comfortable living in
that virtual world.
Joe. Joe stated when he has clearly laid out specifics in the syllabus and other places
within his online course that outlines all that is expected for the student to accomplish, especially
in the first half of the course, that students benefit by not needing to be necessarily connected
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with him. However, when a problem or question arises, Joe stated that he was immediately
available to the students. Joe’s response is as follows:
Joe: …I don’t think it’s as important as them [students] doing what they’re asked to do; I
think if they do what they’re supposed to do in the first half of the course, they can do it
without much connectedness… in the second half of the course, they need to be connected
with their team and if they have issues or get stuck, they need more connectedness with
me…
Kim. According to Kim, being connected to her students resulted in the benefit of them
feeling more motivated to complete the course. To achieve this benefit, Kim reiterated the need
for faculty to reach out to online students, especially because in online environments the students
may feel more isolated. Kim responded in the following way.
Kim: I put myself in the student’s shoes, especially if they’re taking all of their courses
online, but anything online, I think that they probably do just start off feeling very
disconnected from the instructor and from other students and it takes more discipline to
complete an online course than it does an on ground course, so I think that the more
connected you are with students, the more it encourages them too and motivates them to
complete the course…they need to hear something from the instructor….We [faculty]
shouldn’t just slap up the course materials and say, okay, do the course. They need to
hear from the instructor on a regular basis and that’s important because we’re not seeing
them in the classroom.
Summary. In conclusion, when faculty were asked about benefits of achieving
connectedness with their online students, these key benefits emerged: students feel less isolated,
more supported, engaged, and motivated, and they achieve greater course success.
Benefits of Achieving Connectedness Among Online Students
The second interview item for Question 3, “What do higher education faculty report as
key benefits to achieving connectedness among the students?” was used to discover faculty
perceptions regarding the benefits of connectedness among their students. A key theme that
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emerged from the responses to this question was the benefit of connectedness helping: students
achieve a sense of relatedness. This was evidenced in various comments, as discussed below.
Mark. Mark sets up his course so that students, individually or in teams, lead the chapter
discussions and picked the exercises or problems for the rest of the students to work. One of the
benefits of students connecting to one another is that students are learning from having to “teach”
the course and by helping others. Mark states that many of his students naturally step in to
answer questions of other students, which builds a learning community supported both by his
students helping one another and by him. Marks response is below:
Mark: Basically they [students] take control. They [students] communicate with one
another and decide who’s going to do what…. [The] discussion forums [are] divided up
[among] the class. Everybody has to do at least one, smaller classes, maybe two
[chapters], so I gave them on their discussion and their participation so that’s how I do
my classes. Some kids love it so much they participate in every discussion forum…Some
kids text me and [say] can I switch to another chapter because that’s really interesting to
me and I say, absolutely…. And, what they [students] have to do is work problems and
help other students they have to teach the other students only if there’s a problem. If
students have a question, and if the student doesn’t answer correctly, which is
okay…they’re learning, then I jump in and correct them…. I just put a little extra
pressure on them and a lot of times someone on the discussion board will jump in and
answer it…so it works out well. With this particular format, the student never goes
without getting a question answered either by me or another student.
Sue. Sue’s experience gleaned from her observations of teaching online and in speaking
with online students, is that students benefit from connecting with each other because they are
more comfortable reaching out to another student for help, more so than reaching out to her.
Sue’s response is as follows:
Sue: [Students getting with each other online] …They [students] have the ability to get
with each other online and the vast majority of them know that you can click on the class
list [within the learning management system] and get everybody’s email address so I
think that’s a good thing that they have that [and are] willing to reach each out to other
students.
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[Regarding her son who took an online class and shared what students do to help one
another]…My son would tutor him [a student taking an online course] and then just told
the kid, well here’s how you do it and here’s how you go about leaning it and when
there’s a term [course concept], he just Googled it and the kid was just like, hey, a light
bulb went off once…it’s explained, well here’s how you go about when this question
comes up…here’s [how] you go about that question…just having the peer [support], the
intimidation about asking the teacher…it wasn’t that my son was conveying any different
information; it’s not like he’s a professional teacher, but because it was coming from a
peer, and just the way [he] said you get around this hardship…it’s just a lack of threat
when you’re talking about peers…a lack of nervousness…and it’s also just the way they
explain things to each other on their level.
Kevin. The benefits of students connecting with one another in his course is that they
learn from each other’s personal and professional life experiences in ways that cannot be learned
from just connecting with the faculty member. Additionally, Kevin commented that
connectedness among students enhances social skills needed to succeed in life. Thus, learning to
connect with others transfers to learning to be a more successful business person, a better friend,
and a better family member. Kevin’s responses are below:
Kevin: …[At] the graduate level where most students are out and have experience in the
real world and have lessons learned already, I think that the connectedness between them
is as important as the connectedness between the students and myself, because there’s
much to be learned and transferred and shared and I think it’s potentially very rewarding
for them to connect with each other as opposed to just connecting with me, so I always
make that a part of my course design. They have to connect with each other…. If you
look at what makes for a good in person learning experience, it’s less about me and the
students as it is about the students and the students.
…but I give that [connectedness] some thought because I’m so committed to that
[connectedness] being an important thing in the world…it will make them [students] a
more successful business person, it will make them a better family member, it will make
them a better friend, it will make their life so much better that I incorporate that into
classes.
Joe. Joe commented that students benefit from connecting with each other by the natural
sense of rapport that is built. For Joe’s graduate class, he stated that because of the nature of the
team projects and because he has asked students how they connected with one another, he knows
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that the students do find ways to collaborate with one another. Joe stated that in the second half
of the course, students connect with one other for their project teamwork. Joe states:
Joe: [Regarding students connecting with one another] …Sometimes I’ll ask at the end of
a course if there’s a group that I could tell was particularly good at building some kind
of rapport; I’ll ask them what they used [and] it seems to vary…. Sometimes it’s a group
chat; sometimes it’s Google Docs…they sometimes used [Google] Hangouts, and then
others say that they meet at a coffee shop…. I know that they’re getting together.
In the first half of the course, it’s mostly…reading and responding to the discussion posts
that are in response to the readings and questions.…So in the second half [of the
semester] it’s [that] they [students] are connected within their team. And, I guess,
throughout, the type of connectedness with me, but it’s not as important [as students
connecting with one another].
Kim. Kim stated that some benefits of students connecting with one another is that they
are learning from each other’s’ experiences and also gaining a sense of moral support from one
another. Kim states:
Kim: I think that students can learn a lot from each other…because many of our students
work full time and when they share their own work experience with each other, especially
in these online discussions, I think students “kind of” get to see how and what other kinds
of work experience students are having. I also think it helps with moral support; …when
they support each other, because they’re stressed out…. I definitely think students can
learn from each other…. [and] certainly also some emotional support….
Summary. Key benefits that emerged from faculty responses regarding benefits of
connectedness among students were: students feel a sense of comfort reaching out to other
students; students learn from the personal and professional experiences of other students; and,
students become more successful business people, better family members, and better friends
from learning to connect with others. Thus, faculty thought the benefits of connectedness helped
students achieve a sense of relatedness.
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Challenges of Achieving Connectedness Between Faculty and Online Students
After exploring benefits, the interview switched to examine challenges by asking
participants, “What would you consider as the greatest challenges [of achieving connectedness
between you and your online students]? Common themes seen in the responses included: lack of
early semester student engagement and interaction and work environmental constraints.
Participant responses are summarized below.
Mark. Because of the technical and mathematical nature of Mark’s course, the key
challenge was that students did not connect with Mark early enough in the semester to get the
help in preventing course failure. Moreover, some of the tutoring labs are not sufficiently staffed
with individuals that have the technical and mathematical knowledge needed to help students;
thus, Mark is the key helper to those students. Mark states the following:
Mark: Not knowing what’s in their heads. Not knowing they’re sitting around waiting to
the last minute …. My biggest worry is if they wait until the last minute late into the
semester to tell me that they need all this help….
A lot of times, they do not want to go to the tutoring labs, but a lot of times, even the
tutor[s] can’t help them on some of the stuff….
My greatest fear is that kids don’t communicate with me…
Sue. Sue stated two challenges she perceives in connecting with her online students.
Sue’s first challenge is that she’s observed many students asking their peers for help or with
questions over asking her. Furthermore, students may resist connecting with faculty due to
feeling uncomfortable because faculty are at a higher authority level and may feel vulnerable in
revealing their lack of knowledge and need for help. A second challenge Sue stated was more
about the perceived environmental constraints of her required job duties that maintain her
employment and keep her from reaching out more to her students. Sue’s comments are below:
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Sue: The greatest challenge…is that they’re [students] not feeling comfortable to reach
out to me and not feeling like they don’t have that comfort-level of reaching out to
me….It’s kind of like…being in the classroom; they’re afraid to ask a question because it
might be a dumb question…there’s a lot of, ‘I’m afraid.’…It’s [online course] almost
more formalized….[Regarding what some students are thinking—Sue as the faculty
member] ‘this person is above me so I shouldn’t initiate conversation. I’ll wait till she
reaches out to me; I’m not going [to]…she’s the teacher and I’m the student.’….
[Regarding how students think] ‘I’m afraid that my question will reveal my ignorance’….
another thing, they [the students] feel much more comfortable asking each other.
…You’ll be asking me how many people did I reach out to or how many students are
failing [Sue is referring to her Department Chair inquiring about student failure rates or
low retention] …it’s not in my reward system…I’m not rewarded for that… It doesn’t
help me career-wise. It doesn’t make my job any more secure… They ask me what papers
are published…what conferences [attended] and about certain certifications… It doesn’t
help me at the end of the year in terms of whether I get rehired [Sue is a year-to-year
contract instructor, meaning that the yearly rehire decision is year-to-year].
Kevin. Kevin discussed four challenges concerning connectedness with his online
students. First, Kevin stated that connectedness with another human is important, but very
challenging because it is hard to ensure that one is understanding what the other person is
thinking and feeling and accomplishing that online, is even more of a challenge. Additionally,
Kevin stated that achieving connectedness online is challenging in general, because most faculty
focus on delivering content in the online courses over personally connecting with the students. A
second challenge to connecting with students is that they may not want to connect, even though
he has designed his online courses in a way that encourages students to connect with him and
with other students. Moreover, he realized connecting with others may be challenging to some
as is a life skill that has to be developed, practiced, and maintained. Thus, a third challenge that
Kevin presented was that students achieving a level of connectedness may be a challenge
because some younger students may lack the maturity and life experiences to know how to
connect with others. Kevin’s fourth challenge presented was that connecting with students in
social media sites such as Facebook, pose privacy concerns and may lack common ground
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because the social media tool may be one that the students do not use personally. Kevin’s
responses are below:
Kevin: …the challenges of connectedness…what are we both thinking? What are we
both feeling? That’s a huge challenge in a face-to-face world. It’s a massive challenge
to try to build empathy sitting across the table from each other; trying to do that online,
that’s a whole order of magnitude more challenging…I don’t think most professors have;
they don’t really worry about that. They’re there to teach a subject, get this content
transferred, and whether we connect emotionally, that doesn’t matter…. …but that’s a
huge challenge to try to get that level of understanding. It’s a great goal to have, right?
You might never achieve it, but it’s a good goal to have you keep shooting for it.
…So, if you don’t connect with a student, you know there are students that don’t do as
well and they never get connected…. They are offered the same opportunities, the same
platform, encouraged the same way, and some don’t do it, and they’re not typically
successful. Now some will be successful in spite of it…make a conscious decision, ‘no, I
don’t want to be connected.’…They can still be successful, but for the most part, I would
say there’s a pretty high correlation between connectedness and success.
[Regarding the traditional students under 25 years, in his course] …younger…less
chronological maturity…I’m generalizing because there are exceptions to this, but I
guess they’re less contemplatively reflective on themselves on what they are thinking.
Why are they thinking what they think? …they have less life experience, less work
experience on which to draw why they think what they think, the way they think and it’s
probably a little bit more superficial. I think…it’s sort of ironic, but it’s because social
media and tools like that, but they have grown up not really knowing how to connect at a
deep level personally …that’s probably a challenge and will continue to be a challenge.
[Regarding the privacy challenge of connecting with students on social media] I haven’t
used Facebook for a number of years, mostly …for two reasons: one is students were
uncomfortable with privacy…and two, I want to meet you where you want to be met….
Facebook is …sort of age dependent and a lot of our students don’t use it….so I started
looking for option alternatives to Facebook….
Joe. Joe stated two challenges with connecting to his students related to course structure
and communication. Joe’s first challenge is that students reached out to him too late in the
semester. Moreover, the students did not engage in the course activities early enough in the
semester and were missing deadlines for big projects. Although originally, he allowed for
student autonomy and flexibility in his graduate-level course with assignment deadlines, the
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majority of the students were not self-pacing and meeting deadline obligations. This resulted in
students reaching out to Joe close to project deadlines rather than throughout the course. A
second challenge Joe presented was that he was unsure about how to best communicate
important course content and instruction with his students. Joe created time-consuming video
production modules that he suspected a majority of the student were not viewing. Joe’s
statements are below:
Joe: I’m struggling with getting them engaged early enough in the process that I
think…of things I’m going to do that I tried once, and I was a little too loose so I said;
‘you have intermediate deliverables,’ but I also [had] no set due date[s], but it ‘should be
around this date’…they still don’t do it…
[Regarding Joe connecting with his online students] I do have some narrated video, but
it’s much more limited now. I have three modules that I narrated, but I used to do it for
every [module] and I don’t do that anymore. It was too much time and for the end of the
course, I’m considering doing a little bit more…with the introduction, I took it
out…because they weren’t viewing it and then they weren’t getting it [an introduction
video where he explains the course requirements], so I just converted it all to text with
some images and made it a document and they seem to access that more, but…I don’t
know what to do. I’m trying to figure out if they read that more or more…watch the
video…but I think the video would give them a more rich experience, at least starting out
in the course…
Kim. Kim emphasized that her availability and quick responsiveness to students is what
allows for connectedness with her and her students and that there is no perceived challenge of
connectedness with her and her students. However, Kim also pointed out the importance of
students feeling connected early in their college progression as students can be challenged with
feelings of isolation and low retention may occur if faculty do not prioritize and utilize
preventative dropout-rate measures in their online courses. Moreover, Kim stated that retention
in her class is not a problem as she teaches a senior-level undergraduate required capstone course
in which students must successfully complete in order to graduate. Her course is the last
semester course before graduation for her online students. However, Kim did mention that some
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students have reported to her that they do not like taking online courses, but resort to them as a
result of no on ground available course offerings for their degree program. Moreover, Kim
reported that many students favor faculty-student interaction and may feel a sense of isolation
without that component in online courses. Kim’s statements are below:
Kim: I don’t really perceive any challenges with connectedness with students…if they
need to talk to me, I’m available.
…They’re [students] motivated because they’re getting ready to graduate; it’s extremely
rare that a student drops my class. I think connectedness is important early on…. If you
have a freshman and sophomore who are taking online classes, that’s critical [Kim’s
response when asked about reasons for low retention and isolation in online courses as a
follow-up question to a prior discussion].
…But, I have some students show [that they] don’t like taking online courses [some
offsite campuses only offer online versions of some courses that cannot be taken as an on
ground, traditional course] and they always say; ‘I like to interact with the instructor in
the classroom,’ so I think because online classes, there is more isolation; it does require
more discipline that they do need to connect with the instructor to the extent that they can
connect.
Summary. There were two themes that emerged from the participant discussions
regarding challenges to achieve connectedness between faculty and online students. Four of the
five participants discussed the lack of early semester student engagement and interaction. A
second challenge pointed out by three of the five participants was work environmental
constraints such as lack of rewards/recognition to meet extra demands of online teaching and
insufficient technical support for faculty and students.
Challenges of Achieving Connectedness Among Online Students
The final component of Question 3 was to ask participants, “What are the greatest
challenges of achieving connectedness among online students? Responses to this item revealed
the following themes: student reluctance to engage; prevalence of online cheating; and lack of
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LMS communication and social media tools and support for student connectedness. Participant
responses are summarized below.
Mark. Mark revealed three challenges of students connecting with one another in online
courses. One of the challenges is that the students do not know one another and may not reach
out to others, especially in an online environment. A second challenge mentioned by Mark is
that some students are not very self-motivated and should not be in online classes. A third
challenge brought out by Mark is that he suspects cheating occurs among students. Mark stated:
Mark: Because [regarding students] you feel like you’re by yourself and you don’t feel so
alone. You know a lot of kids, they don’t have anyone to talk to [and] they don’t know
anybody. Like you said, they are non-traditional [over 25 years of age]…
…As you probably know, some kids shouldn’t be in an online class; they want you to hold
their hand through everything…. It’s just that they’re not very self-motivated….
…I worry about kids taking tests together….
Sue. Sue pointed out two challenges affecting the environment in which students connect
in her online course. One challenge is the evidence of student cheating by sharing homework.
The behavioral and ethical nature of this challenge is one that must be addressed in higher
education online learning environments. The second challenge is more related to the limitations
of resource cost, faculty time constraint, and adequate delivery method that hinders the
experience of students learning from other students in Sue’s online course. This challenge
prevents students from viewing, sharing, and learning from other students’ technical project
development assignments. Sue states the following:
Sue: …Students who do send out email saying things like; ‘does anybody know how to do
this, I’m having a hard time…does anybody have the homework number three? Can I
have it to turn in because I just don’t have time to do homework three so I promise I’ll
change it up so that the teacher doesn’t know I copied from you’…[Regarding student
LMS class email to other students whereby the student was unaware that the LMS class
email was also sent to the faculty member].
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…Because the course is online, they never see each other’s [technical project
development assignments]… because I have them install the server on their own
computer…setting up [the assignment]…developing [technical project assignment]…but
you have to pay for hosting [Cost to have a public server for the online course] …I’ve
had students say to me; ‘I’d like to see what the other students are doing. I want to see
their [technical project assignment]’…I [Sue] would have to …copy everybody’s [projects
to] a public server and I don’t want to do that. I mean it’s a good idea for them to see
each other’s, but I don’t have a method [This online class typically has 50 or more
students].
Kevin. Kevin mentioned that a challenge in both online and face-to-face classes is
helping students understand the importance of achieving connectedness with others. This is
reflected in the following responses.
Kevin: …[for students] It’s sort of a matter of making them aware [that] this
[connectedness] is an important thing. … [Connectedness] it’s something possible, but
you do have to think about it. You do have to work at it, and you have to work at it in
your personal life, face-to-face. It’s something you’ve got to try to work on even,
virtually...
Joe. Joe’s challenges mentioned were getting students to engage and reach out or
respond early in the semester and having the university commit to and invest in social media
tools that are integrated into a learning management system for consistent student and faculty use.
Joe: …Continuing challenge in the second half of the course is they [students] are
reluctant to reach out so, I will send out a really brief message…generally, I don’t get
much interaction until the very end…where two [students] will be in panic mode…the
biggest challenge is getting them [students] either to respond or reach out…I’m
struggling with getting them [students] to engage early enough in the process.
…I’m tired of spending my time and effort developing and learning new systems [social
media and communication tools] and then they [the university] jerk them away so if
they’re going to put it into D2L [learning management system] …they [need] to have it
there…committed…to adopt [it]…it would be nice if we had our own [social media and
communication tools] so that more students would learn it and adopt it and use it.
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Kim. Kim’s challenge was her desire to use university sanctioned social media and
communication tools that are integrated into the learning management system, but are not
currently available, limiting student connectedness within the online course. Kim stated that her
connectedness with her students is present, but that the lack of tools in the online courses limits
the opportunities for student connectedness with one another. Furthermore, Kim stated that
connection among students is the bigger issue in online courses. Kim’s statements are as
follows:
Kim: …I think [the business college] needs to come up with, especially now that we’re
providing these [online] global course, we need to have a state of the art platform for
students to collaborate with each other….[is] we need to have a common platform [of
social media and communication tools] that all instructors can use….[the business
college] needs a social media tool that’s available to all instructors where there’s no
…confidentiality guidelines [Privacy restrictions for sharing information]. [The learning
management system] …is a big challenge. ...I’m limited to what I can use [social media
and communication tools] ...I’d rather use social media tools that are sanctioned by the
university.
…I think it’s connecting with each other [students] is where we need to do a better job….
Summary. The themes derived from faculty perceptions of challenges to achieve
connectedness among students were: student reluctance to engage, prevalence of cheating, and
lack of resources and support. Three of the participants emphasized the challenge of student
sense of isolation and lack of engagement, two were concerned about online student cheating
within the course, while three of the five faculty participants stated that the lack of resources
hindered the opportunities for student collaboration and connectedness among themselves.
Summary of Research Question 3
The purpose of Question 3 was to identify faculty perceptions of key benefits and
challenges to achieving connectedness between the faculty member and students and among
students in fully online courses. There were three key benefits of connectedness between faculty
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and students, with all being a benefit for students: students feel less isolated; are more engaged;
achieve greater course success. The key benefit regarding connectedness among students was
that it helped students achieve a sense of relatedness.
When faculty participants were asked about the challenges of connectedness between
them and their students and among students, similar themes emerged between the two types of
questions. Themes associated with challenges of connectedness between faculty and students,
included lack of early semester student engagement and work environment constraints.
Challenges to achieving connectedness among students included student sense of isolation,
limited student engagement, and cheating, as well as lack of resources and support needed for
online connectedness.
Chapter 4 Summary
The overall purpose of this research was to explore higher education faculty perceptions
of connectedness in their fully online courses and how faculty use social media and/or
communication tools to achieve a sense of connectedness in their online courses. The study was
guided by three research questions to, 1) identify participant perceptions of connectedness with
their students and among students, 2) ways in which communication and social media tools were
used to achieve connectedness, and 3) identify perceptions of key benefits and challenges in
achieving connectedness.
Primary findings from Question 1 revealed all participants agreed connectedness is an
important component of online environments. Outcomes suggest the importance of both faculty
and students initiating and maintaining connectedness, and that faculty must be available,
responsive, and sensitive to student needs in order for connectedness to be achieved. In regard to
faculty perceptions of connectedness among students, participants agreed connectedness is an
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essential component of online courses and that faculty are responsible for creating an online
environment of connectedness. Additionally, connectedness among students was often perceived
as more important than the connectedness between faculty and students.
When examining outcomes of Question 2 concerning how faculty used social media and
communication tools to achieve connectedness between the faculty member and their students
and among students, the following approaches were revealed. To achieve connectedness
between faculty and students, faculty participants shared that they used social media and
communication tools to offer student encouragement, various forms of course support, and also
as a way to share different aspects of her or his personality. Email, Dropbox feedback, text,
Skype, and phone were ways in which faculty connected with their students one-on-one, whereas,
when communicating with the class at large, faculty reported using discussion posts, news page,
and email. For communication among students in online courses, social media and
communication tools supported student interactions for peer teaching, mentoring and community
building. Email, text, Skype or FaceTime were reported as tools used by students to connect
with other students one-on-one, and email, Wiggio, Google Hangouts, Discussion Board, Google
Docs, and GroupMe were some of the tools used by students to connect with the class at large or
with their groups.
Results from Question 3 reveal faculty perceptions of key benefits and challenges to
achieving connectedness between the faculty member and students and among students in fully
online courses. The key benefits of connectedness between faculty and students, as indicated by
the participants, were: students feel less isolated; are more engaged; and achieve greater course
success. Similarly, benefits regarding connectedness among students were: students achieved a
sense of relatedness by developing comfort and rapport from reaching out to others; learning
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from others’ personal and professional experiences; and increasing content learning from
teaching and mentoring others.
When faculty participants were asked about the challenges of connectedness between
them and their online students, faculty indicated early semester student engagement and
interaction was difficult to achieve, often due to students not valuing connectedness. An
additional challenge was associated with work environment constraints such as external
challenges imposed by the LMS environment, institution, and faculty work duties and demands.
Challenges mentioned as associated with connectedness among students were related to the
isolated nature of online courses, which can inhibit student engagement as well as create an
easier environment for cheating. Faculty also shared their students were challenged by not
having access to sufficient resources and support to use social media and communication tools
for connectedness in online courses.
A summary of themes related connectedness between faculty and students and among
students as associated with the three research questions is found in Table 6. The following
chapter discusses and supports these finding with the research of others.
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Table 6
Research Question Summary of Themes related to Connectedness Between Faculty and Students
and Among Students
Research Questions
1.

Importance of
Connectedness

Between Faculty and Students
•

Among Students

To achieve connectedness, faculty
must be available, responsive, and
sensitive to student needs

•

Faculty must create an online
environment of connectedness

•

Connectedness among students
is often more important than
between faculty and students

2.

Social Media and
Communication Tools
Used for Connectedness

•

Faculty used tools for
encouragement, course support, and
sharing her/his personality

•

Students used tools for teaching,
mentoring, and community
building

3.

Benefits of
Connectedness

•

Connectedness helps students feel
less isolated, more engaged, and
achieve greater course success

•

Connectedness helps students
achieve a sense of relatedness

Challenges of
Connectedness

•

It is difficult to achieve early
semester student engagement

•

•

Work environment constraints
inhibit achievability of
connectedness

Connectedness is challenged by
student reluctance to engage ,
and cheating

•

Lack of resources and support
inhibits achievability of
connectedness

98

Chapter 5
Discussion
This study explored higher education faculty perceptions of connectedness and how
faculty used social media and/or communication tools to achieve connectedness in their fully
online courses. The research design was a qualitative case study with five faculty participants,
all from various business college departments within the same university. The study was guided
by three research questions to identify participant perceptions of connectedness with their
students and among students, ways in which communication and social media tools were used to
achieve connectedness, and identify perceptions of key benefits and challenges in achieving
connectedness. This chapter provides a discussion of the results by the three research questions.
Within these discussions, themes will be interpreted as associated with relevant literature. The
chapter ends with a discussion of implications, limitations, and recommendations for future
research.
Research Question 1
What are higher education faculty perceptions of connectedness and its importance with
regard to achieving connectedness between the faculty member and students and among
students in fully online courses?
This research investigated five faculty members’ perceptions of connectedness and how
connectedness is achieved in their fully online courses. Question 1 addressed the first portion of
the study’s focus, which included faculty perceptions of the importance of connectedness
between themselves and their students and faculty perceptions of the importance of
connectedness among their students. When analyzing the data from the five case studies, three
themes emerged related to faculty perceptions of connectedness. Each theme will be discussed as
it relates to relevant literature and will be supported with example participant responses.
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Importance of Connectedness Between Faculty and Students
Faculty participants articulated the importance of connectedness between faculty and
students in multiple responses, which yielded one key theme: To achieve connectedness, faculty
must be available, responsive, and sensitive to student needs. Each is discussed below.
To achieve connectedness, faculty must be available, responsive, and sensitive to
student needs. Responses from all five participants revealed their value of the necessity of
being available, responsive, and sensitive to student needs in online courses. Initially setting the
precedence and tone of faculty availability and quick responsiveness at the beginning of the
online course was seen as essential to creating course communication protocols (Scheg & Shaw,
2017), a comfort-level with students (Bollinger & Inan, 2012), and ensuring long-term,
successful student engagement throughout the online course (Angelino, et al., 2007; Jonassen &
Strobel, 2006). Establishing connectedness is important (Boyers, 2013; Glisan & Trainin, 2006)
“regardless of how you’re teaching; it’s even more essential in online classes” according to
Kim’s statement.
Availability. Participants commented on the importance of faculty being available for
students. In Mark’s statements, he emphasized his availability and responsiveness—especially
needed in his technical online course. Mark stated; “I’m always there…every student has the
opportunity to get to me whenever they need to get through—whatever means they can.” In
more difficult or technical online courses in which there would naturally be more need for
students to communicate (Fajardo, 2014; Marmon, Vanscoder, & Gordesky, 2014) and for
faculty members to be available to answer questions, Mark, Sue, Kevin, and Kim stated the
importance of establishing connectedness. For example, Kim stated, “It’s especially important
that students feel like you’re available.” For Sue, the emphasis for her availability also included
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the students feeling comfortable reaching out to her as stated: “They [students] have to feel like
I’m approachable and…then they’ll reach out to me and that results in an exchange, which leads
to connectedness.”
Responsiveness. Consistent faculty responsiveness to the students, according to Barnard,
Paton, and Rose (2007), removes potential uncertainties and anxieties of online students. Faculty
participants also emphasized the frequency with which faculty members communicate regularly
with their online students was considered essential (Battalio, 2007; Swan, et al., 2000) to
establishing connectedness between faculty and students in online courses. Sue stated, “It’s
more of frequency of interaction and…the comfort-level [students] feel” and Joe stated,
“interacting with students is what it is all about.” According to Kim, responsiveness involved
giving students timely feedback for their completed work, which is one indicator of faculty
presence and connectedness with students (Sheridan & Kelly, 2010). Kim stated, “I make sure
that students get their grade…get some feedback on it…I think that’s part of connectedness.”
Sensitivity to student needs. Achieving connectedness also means faculty establishing a
comfort-level (Aragon, 2003) and sensitivity to student needs (Glazer, et al., 2011) in online
courses. Kevin reflected that having empathy creates sensitivity towards others and establishes
connectedness from “an emotional level with each other.” Furthermore, according to Battalio
(2007), consistent interaction with online students creates a sense of community and engagement
(Angelino, et al., 2007; Aragon, 2003; Donelan, et al., 2010) that potentiates course completion
(Angelino, et al., 2007).
Importance of Connectedness Among Students
When faculty were asked to comment on the importance of connectedness among
students, the following two themes were prevalent in their responses: faculty must create an
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online environment of connectedness; and connectedness among students is often more
important than between faculty and students. A discussion of these themes follows.
Faculty must create an online environment of connectedness. Part of creating an
online environment of connectedness is establishing communication protocols and initiating
connection with the students, at the beginning of the semester (Aragon, 2003; LaBarbera, 2013;
Rovai, 2003; Sutton & Basiel, 2014). From Kim’s perspective, she stated that connectedness “is
obviously essential” and “even more essential in online classes.” Furthermore, Kim stated that
communicating early on and keeping her presence throughout the semester on needed
information and reaching out to absent students is part of keeping the connection with students.
Kim stated; “I do feel like it’s my role to reach out to students.”
Participants reported several methods of creating an environment of connectedness, with
the most common being the use of the discussion forum. Researchers have found that the
discussion board is the easiest tool to use within the LMS system (AlJeraisy, Mohammad,
Fayyoumi & Alrashideh, 2015; Blackmon, 2012; Donelan, Kear, & Ramage, 2010; Vonderwell,
2003). In Mark’s online course, he stated that the students “take control” by being responsible
for facilitating chapter discussions on the discussion board. In Kim’s online course, the students
“connect with each other mainly through the discussion forum.” The discussion forum is “where
[students] get most of their connecting with each other.”
Connectedness among students is often more important than between faculty and
students. Of the three faculty participants who reported on graduate courses, all indicated
students connecting with one another was more important than connecting with them for two
main reasons, there is naturally more comfort-level in peer to peer communication and the
majority of the online course is centered around the students’ team projects which requires a lot
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of student to student interactions and collaborations. According to Altinay’s (2017) research,
peer collaboration is an essential part of building a sense of connectedness and community
among the students within the online course (Donelan et al., 2010) and provides a rich platform
for deep learning (Howard, Du & Olinzock, 2005; Jonassen, et al., 2006). In Kevin’s course,
“connectedness between the students is as important as connectedness between the students and
myself.” In Joe’s course, he stated, “It is important that they’re working in the project with their
team,” while in Sue’s online course, she stated that connectedness among the students “is a good
thing and I think it does give them a sense of what they don’t have in an [on-ground] classroom.”
Summary of Research Question 1 Discussion
Faculty participants emphasized the importance of initiating and establishing connection
with students early in the semester and with communicating throughout the semester in order to
foster a sense of connectedness between faculty and students. Faculty availability,
responsiveness and sensitivity to student needs through creating an approachability- and
comfort-level with students was essential to generating the connection with students. In
examining connectedness among students, many of the faculty stated that student connectedness,
especially when the online course was centered around team projects, was even more important
than the connectedness with the faculty member. By designing the online course around team
projects, faculty created an online environment of connectedness.
Research Question 2
In what ways do higher education faculty use social media and/or communication tools in
their fully online courses to achieve connectedness between the faculty member and students
and among students?
The key purpose of Question 2 was to explore how faculty participants used social media
and/or communication tools to achieve connectedness between themselves and their online
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students and how these tools were used for connectedness among students. The findings are
discussed by the two uses: connectedness between faculty and students, and connectedness
among students. Each is supported with research and participant response excerpts.
Social Media and Communication Tools Used for Connectedness Between Faculty and
Students
As seen in the results, social media and communication tools were used to achieve
connectedness between faculty and students in two ways: one-on-one interactions and
class/group interactions. Both interactions with students served similar functions in that they
provided opportunity to encourage students and provide course support, but also were used for
sharing various personality aspects of the faculty. These themes are discussed below.
Faculty used tools for encouragement, course support, and sharing her/his
personality. The five participants used a wide range of tools to achieve connectedness between
themselves and students in their online courses. There were three themes regarding the main
purpose of the tool use: student encouragement, various forms of course support, and sharing
faculty personality. Each theme is discussed below.
Encouragement. Faculty encouragement to students was done on both a one-on-one and
at the group/class level, mainly as a component of assignment feedback and guidance for course
collaboration on discussion board topics. The LMS Dropbox feedback, email, phone and
occasionally web-conferencing such as FaceTime or Skype were used for answering questions or
providing personal guidance when it may not be appropriate for public sharing. Personal
feedback to students is key to creating a sense of presence and connectedness in online courses
(Barnard, Paton, & Rose, 2007; Sheridan & Kelly, 2010). Whole group encouragement was
often given through the LMS news, discussion board, email, video and audio podcasts, and other
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communication tools. Public encouragement for the class is often a way to create a sense of
connectedness in an online learning community (McInnerney & Roberts, 2004; Rennie &
Morrison, 2013).
Mark’s regular form of communication with his students was the use of the phone and
face-to-face meetings. Mark’s technical class required ensuring that students understood how to
work the mathematical and statistical problems. Mark stated, “I encourage my students to call
me…I like to put fires out right away and answer questions right away…to clear things up.” For
Joe, he responded on the discussion board to “good and bad [student comments] …and responds
to posts that are more interesting on the discussion board.” For Kim, she said on occasion, if a
“student really needs to talk with me…I will just tell them, give me a phone number and tell me
a good time to call you.” For Kevin, he used email primarily, although he was the faculty
member that used the most social media and communication tools. Kevin said that for students
using email to reach him ensured “a response really fast…email is probably the one that is most
effective, overall.” These forms of communication have been shown to provide encouragement
and motivational support (Wlodkowski & Ginsberg, 2017).
Course support. One of the primary ways in which faculty can connect with their
students in online courses is by being available for answering questions, providing supportive
information and elaboration on course concepts (Ko & Rossen, 2017). Students connecting with
Mark was easier since he was readily available to answer the more difficult and technical
questions that frequently arose in his online courses. Mark stated, “the phone is the quickest way
[to answer questions right away] …to write statistical answers when they ask me technical
questions…and to clear things up,” but used text messages “for simple yes-no questions.”
Moreover, to demonstrate the difficult concepts, Mark used the LMS discussion forum and
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Dropbox feedback to “cut and paste Excel spreadsheets.” In technical courses, faculty
connection with students is even more crucial (Hodges & Hunger, 2011).
For Sue, course support involved creating a video podcast for learning strategies based on
Barry Zimmerman’s self-regulated learning. Sue’s goal was to motivate students to find their
best strategies to self-learn in her online course. Sue stated, “I give them [students] techniques
and [students] decide on techniques to approach the learning process…[students] teach
themselves.” For Kevin, providing students with course protocol and information is done
through email and LMS Dropbox. Kevin stated, “email is the one above all…communication
tool where I really sort of set the ground rules for here’s how we’re going to effectively
communicate.” For Kevin’s feedback to students, “I type all of my feedback…to me, that’s part
of the learning content.” According to Galien and Oomen-Early (2018), personalized feedback
has a positive influence on academic performance and sense of connectedness with faculty.
In Joe’s course, he used the LMS News area and email for course content and the LMS
discussion board for feedback individually to students, and to the class as a whole, which is a
method shown to benefit students (Blackmon, 2012). Joe stated, “To manage the course, I
generally use the LMS News page and also, whatever I put on the news page, I also email.” For
feedback, Joe stated, “I am responding because it’s usually something that is a legitimate
question.” For Kim’s course, she also uses the LMS News area and email to provide course
content. Kim stated, “I do that every Monday morning at 8 a.m.; I put up a new
announcement…now, I post additional announcements throughout the week.” For feedback on
students’ work, Kim used the LMS Dropbox. Kim stated, “I have this rubric that is specific to
[an assignment] …and I think that’s why students like it because they can see exactly where the
points are.”
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Sharing faculty personality. In order to establish a sense of faculty presence and
connection with students (LaBarbera, 2013), faculty can share their personality (Chen &
Caropreso, 2004; Galien & Oomen-Early, 2008), personal aspects about themselves, and style of
responding and reaching out to students in order to establish the connectedness between
themselves and their online students (Glisan & Trainin, 2006; Rovai, 2003, Sheridan & Kelly,
2010). In Mark’s online course, he created personalized videos and podcasts demonstrating
technical course content and instructional support for his students while showing friendly aspects
about his personality in which he received much positive feedback from his students. Mark also
preferred to use the phone when helping students because he stated, “I feel that students can’t
feel the emotional aspects from texting or email.” Mark stated, “they love my podcasts. I hear
these are the best podcasts I’ve ever seen…and I cut jokes [and they say] you’re so funny in the
podcasts…I’ll ask questions and then subconsciously they’ll just answer them and they say, ‘wait
a minute, this is just a podcast.’” These forms of self-disclosure and humor enhance student
engagement and impressions of faculty credibility (Imlawi & Gregg, 2014).
For Sue, when she interacts with online students through email, she reveals her
personality and connects with the students. Sue stated, “You know having a two-way
conversation…when you do that, you reveal something about yourself…so I’m revealing
something about my personality…and they’re [students] revealing something about themselves.”
Additionally, Sue uses a voice to text software for her podcasts on course content and welcome
message. She believes that was one way to connect with students and reveal her personality and
presence in the online course: “It’s a woman’s voice and it’s very [professional].”
In Kevin’s course, he created audio podcasts messages in the LMS course and typed
Dropbox feedback to connect with his online students. Kevin stated, “I start out with a
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video…audio message…and tell them [students], here’s how you can connect with me and
there’s a lot of ways to do that.” Video messages and feedback to online students allows for a
sense of connectedness that mimics similar connection in face-to-face courses (Denton, 2014;
Rose, 2009; Thomas et al., 2017). For Kim, she primarily used emails and occasionally used the
phone to connect with her students and reveal aspects about herself while getting to know
students. Kim stated, “I’m individually emailing back and forth with students; I think it builds
some connectedness…I never get to meet them face-to-face, sometimes the email to some extent,
helps build some connectedness.” It is important for faculty to establish their communication
style methods, routine, and guidance for student in order to build a sense of community in online
courses (Reinhart, 2010; Rovai, 2003).
Social Media and Communication Tools Used for Connectedness Among Students
The importance of achieving connectedness among students as reported by the faculty
participants involved the use of social media and communication tools. One major theme
emerged: Students used tools for teaching, mentoring, and community building. The theme is
discussed below.
Students used tools used teaching, mentoring, and community building. Faculty
participants discussed that their online students frequently connected with one another for both
one-on-one interactions and interactions with other class members in their group or as a whole.
Moreover, faculty participants stated that their courses were designed to include student
connection and interaction through assignments and team projects. Many of the faculty reported
that students naturally mentored and taught one another as well as added to the community
building experience in the online courses. Common tools to achieve connectedness among
students included the LMS discussion board, email, text messaging, Wiggio, Glip, Google Docs,
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Google Hangouts, and Skype or Apple’s FaceTime. Use of social media and communication
tools among students were primarily used for—teaching and mentoring, and community building.
Both are discussed below.
Teaching and mentoring. Participants shared that their online students engaged in
teaching and mentoring with each other, particularly during team projects. Some researchers
suggest that collaboration among peers allows for a rich learning environment (Altinay, 2017)
and that peer influence (Aral & Walker, 2011) and peer feedback are essential additions to
student learning environments, especially in online courses. (Van Popta, Kral, Camp, Martens &
Simons, 2017). For example, in Mark’s technical online course, his students were required to
teach chapter content and help answer questions of other students on the LMS discussion board:
“I have each chapter discussion forum and I assign students to that discussion…[students] work
problems and help others students; they have to teach the other students.” In Sue’s technical
online course, her students helped other students on technical questions: “Well if there’s an issue
with installing something…so they [students] will reach out and say, ‘does anybody have
problems installing this software?’” For Sue’s students having difficulty understanding the
assignments, they would reach out to one another: “[students will ask other students] ‘are you
understanding this?’”
For Joe’s course, his students are encouraged to “self-organize” and his students will
naturally mentor one another, especially concerning the team projects: “They [students] respond
to others, but sometimes they do have some good discussions come out of that…It’s important
that they’re working on the project with their team.” In Kevin and Kim’s courses, both required
social media and communication tool use for their students to connect with one another on
projects, such as Wiggio, Slack, Glip, GoogleDocs, and GroupMe. According to Gunawardena,
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et al. (2009), the use of social media tools provides a place for interaction where shared
knowledge (Kear, 2011), ideas, concern for topics, and stories deepen students’ knowledge
foundation simply by interacting on an ongoing basis (Grosseck & Malita, 2017).
Community building. One of the purposes of designing a learning environment in higher
education courses is to foster a community of collaboration for learners that mimics the work
environment in which business students are expected to engage within (Harrington, Reeves, &
Oliver, 2013). In Kevin’s course, he stated that student connection and collaboration with other
students is important. He stated, “I always make that a part of my course design [that] they have
to connect with each other…I think connectedness would be sort of working together effectively
like what helps us collaborate better.” Moreover, Kevin heavily used social media and
communication tools in his online courses to achieve connectedness among students and reach
the goal of community building. He stated, “I require them to use [Google] Hangouts…to talk
…to each other in a group venue…I want them to get comfortable with virtual teamwork in real
time.” For Joe’s course, he stated that his students use chat, meet at a coffee shop, or use other
social media tools to collaborate with one another. Joe’s approach is to allow his graduate
students autonomy in how they collaborate. Joe stated, “[I] let them figure out how they’re
going to do it in their teams…I know that they’re getting together.” Allowing students to make
choices in how they collaborate and form learning communities additionally provides online
business students the opportunity to experience real-world dilemmas of meeting to problem solve
(Exter et al., 2009; Firat, 2016; Harasim, 2012; Koh, 2015; Peacock & Cowan, 2017).
In Kim’s course, she expressed that while her online students worked on their team
projects, students would “share their own work experience with each other, especially in these
online discussions. I think students…get to see how others’ experience work.” When faculty
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create the opportunities for online students to collaborate and share their own life and work
experiences, it creates a far greater learning experience than otherwise would be possible thus,
designing online courses to allow for peer collaboration and information sharing helps build a
richer learning community (Exter, et al., 2009; Harasim, 2012; Harrington, et al., 2013; Koh,
2015).
Summary of Research Question 2 Discussion
Online course design that is centered around allowance of connectedness with faculty and
students and among students through the use of social media and communication tools allows for
many ways in which to build a rich online community and sense of connectedness among its
participants (Exter, et al., 2009; Harasim, 2012). For faculty to connect with their online
students, faculty participants of this study used a variety of social media and communication
tools, but primarily relied on the tools available through the LMS. Faculty used these social
media and communication tools for encouragement, course support and for sharing aspects about
his or her personality as a way of creating a closer connection with students. Faculty participants
emphasized the importance of designing their courses in a way that allowed the students to have
autonomy and connect with one another through the use of social media and communication
tools. In examining connectedness among students, faculty stated that student connectedness
was centered around team projects in which many students chose their own methods of
connecting, with two faculty requiring students to use social media tools for their team projects.
Moreover, faculty reported that students used social media and communication tools for teaching
and mentoring one another, as well as for building a sense of community in their online courses.
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Research Question 3
What do higher education faculty report as key benefits and challenges to achieving
connectedness between the faculty member and students and among students in fully online
courses?
The purpose of Question 3 was to gain an understanding of participant perceptions of the
benefits and challenges of achieving connectedness in fully only courses. A discussion of the
findings and associated research is below.
Benefits of Connectedness Between Faculty and Students
When faculty participants were asked about benefits of connectedness between faculty
and students, the following theme emerged: Connectedness helps students feel less isolated,
more engaged, and achieve greater course success. This theme is discussed below.
Connectedness helps students feel less isolated, more engaged, and achieve greater
course success. Most of the faculty participants have been teaching online for the university
business school for close to ten years—since online courses began at the university. It appears
their experience with online teaching may have influenced faculty perceptions of the importance
of initiating faculty efforts to instigate a sense of connectedness, not only early in the semester,
but also as a continued effort throughout a course (Shelton, Hung, & Lowenthal, 2017). This
study suggests the key benefits of connectedness between faculty and student are that students
feel less isolated and that students are more engaged and achieve greater course success, as
discussed below.
Students feel less isolated. Early research, primarily in face-to-face settings, denotes the
benefits of students working and learning from each other (Johnson & Johnson, 1999). However,
in fully online environments, students often feel a sense of isolation or lack of human connection
(Boyers, 2013; McInnerney & Roberts, 2004; Murphy & Stewart, 2017). Woods and Baker
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(2004) suggest it is important for faculty to initiate connectedness efforts with their online
students to help reduce their sense of isolation. In Mark’s technical course that required a lot of
student and faculty interaction, Mark was able to create a sense that the students were cared for,
appreciated, and felt less isolated, especially when complicated assignments required students to
reach out for assistance. Mark’s responsiveness helped students feel comfortable with reaching
out to him. Mark stated, “Students feel like they can get help and they feel like they’re cared
for…and appreciated…because you feel like you’re by yourself and you don’t feel so
alone…[students] don’t feel alone…they call me on the phone or text me. And, if they want to
meet with me, I meet with them at their convenience.” Online students feel a greater sense of
connection with faculty members when assignments include faculty feedback (Galien & OomenEarly, 2008; Glazer & Wanstreet, 2011).
For Sue, she connected with her students often, to ensure that they were not feeling
isolated or disconnected. Sue stated, “I usually get up around 4 or 5 in the morning…so I answer
emails…I feel like they [students] feel like I am always there.” In Kim’s course, she ensured
early and consistent connection with students. She stated, “I put myself in the student’s shoes…I
think that they [students] probably do just start off feeling very disconnected from the instructor
and from other students and it takes more discipline to complete an online course…they need to
hear from the instructor on a regular basis.” Creating a sense of comfort for online students can
result in less feelings of isolation, especially in more technical courses (Hodges & Hunger, 2011).
Helping students achieve connectedness in online courses is an important initiative for faculty to
incorporate in online courses (Glazer & Wanstreet, 2011; Glisan & Trainin, 2006; Shelton, Hung,
& Lowenthal, 2017; Woods & Baker, 2004).
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Students are more engaged and achieve greater course success. According to
LaBarbera (2013), connectedness by means of engagement between faculty and students better
ensures that students stay the course (Kurantowicz & Nizinska, 2013; Sheridan & Kelly, 2010;
Swan & Shih, 2005; Ziegler & Woodside, 2006). In Kevin’s course, he valued connectedness
with his students and believed in its contribution to engagement and ultimately student success.
Kevin stated, “…if you achieve connectedness in an online environment, you will already have
achieved a level of engagement with the students that will help ensure …that they learn and that
they do well in the course.” Moreover, Kevin believed that being connected with his online
students models the importance of learning to connect with others in order to achieve a level of
success in life. Research indicates that a social presence or connectedness in online courses is
key to achieving course success (Aragon, 2003; Glisan & Trainin, 2006; Whiteside, Dikkers, &
Swan, 2017).
Additionally, when students are more engaged in an online course, they achieve greater
course success (Boyers, 2013; Donelan, Kear, & Ramage, 2010; McInnerney & Roberts, 2004),
and course completion (Kurantowicz & Nizinska, 2013; Murphy & Stewart, 2017). For Kim,
connectedness was also important for student motivation and course completion. She stated, “I
think that the more connected you are with students, the more it encourages and motivates them
to complete the course.”
Benefits of Connectedness Among Students
When faculty participants were asked about benefits of connectedness among students,
the following theme emerged: Connectedness helps students achieve a sense of relatedness. This
theme is discussed below.
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Connectedness helps students achieve a sense of relatedness. A sense of relatedness
occurs when people feel a sense comfort and connect with others through shared beliefs,
common experiences, or shared understanding (Deci & Ryan, 2002). In some research, a link
exists between a person’s sense of relatedness and connectedness and satisfaction in a work
group environment in which people are able to share, express their opinions, and learn from
others (Dysvik, Kuvaas & Gagne, 2013). Thus, connectedness among people exists when they
feel a sense of relatedness and moral support (Dysvik, Kuvaas & Gagne, 2013). For Kevin, it
was important for students to learn how to connect with others, because connection is the
foundation for every human relationship, and he strived to create an environment of
connectedness in his online courses. Kevin stated, “I’m so committed to [connectedness] being
an important thing in the world…it will make them [students] a more successful business person,
it will make them a better family member, it will make them a better friend, it will make their life
so much better that I incorporate that into classes.” Additionally, Kevin stated connectedness is
important among students; “because there’s much to be learned and transferred and shared…it’s
potentially very rewarding for them to connect with each other as opposed to just connecting
with me.”
In Sue’s online course, her students felt more of a rapport and comfortable connecting
with other students. Sue stated: “It’s just a lack of threat when you’re talking about peers…a
lack of nervousness…and it’s also just the way they explain things to each other on their level.”
Additionally, for Kim, she stated: “I think students can learn a lot from each other…because
many of our students work full time and when they share their own experience with each
other…in these online discussions…it also helps with moral support.” For Mark, he stated:
“[students] help other students…teach the other students if there’s a problem.” Moreover, for
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Joe he stated: “[regarding students in groups] I could tell [there was evidence of] building some
kind of rapport.” According to Rowan and Grootenboer (2017), interactions among students
allows for rapport and identification with others that is essential in online courses in order to
achieve connectedness.
Challenges of Connectedness Between Faculty and Students
Review of participant discussions regarding challenges to achieve connectedness between
faculty and online students revealed two primary themes: it is difficult to achieve early semester
student engagement and work environmental constraints inhibit achievability of connectedness.
A discussion of these themes follows.
It is difficult to achieve early semester student engagement. Participants stated that a
big challenge was either students not asking for help early enough in the semester or just not
wanting to connect or interact for various reasons. For Joe, his challenge was “I’m struggling
with getting them engaged early enough in the process [semester].” In Mark’s course, he stated;
“My biggest worry is they wait until the last minute, late into the semester to tell me that they
need all this help… [and that] kids don’t communicate with me.” Student procrastination and
lack of reaching out early in the semester is evident in research (Morris, Finnegan, & Wu, 2005;
Young & Bruce, 2011), suggesting that faculty find ways in which to encourage early semester
engagement. Some participant reasons for student non-interaction included students feeling a
sense of intimidation reaching out, resorting to peer help over faculty help, and students feeling
isolated and uncomfortable in an online learning environment. In Sue’s online course she stated;
“the greatest challenge…is that [students] are not feeling comfortable to reach out to meet…they
don’t have the comfort-level of reaching out to me.” For Kim’s course, she stated; “I think
connectedness [with students] is important early on… [In online courses, it] does require more
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discipline that [students] need to connect with the instructor.” This is supported by research that
suggests students feel a sense of isolation and non-engagement when they feel a lack of social
presence (LaBarbera, 2013; Sheridan & Kelly, 2010; Vayre & Vonthron, 2017). Finally, Kevin
reported that lack of student engagement may be due to students not valuing connectedness as a
life skill and that many students lack the awareness of importance and the know-how of
connecting due to lack of life experiences and knowledge, especially students under the age of 25
years. Kevin stated, “[regarding traditional students under 25] they have grown up not really
knowing how to connect at a deep level, personally…that’s probably a challenge and will
continue to be a challenge…. there are students…they never get connected…they are offered the
same opportunities…encouraged the same way, and some don’t do it…I would say there’s a
pretty high correlation between connectedness and success.” Kevin’s statement on
connectedness and success is validated in research in that communication skills and social
interaction are key to human success (Ferris, Witt, & Hochwarter, 2001; Greene & Burleson,
2008).
Work environment constraints inhibit achievability of connectedness. A second
challenge pointed out by four of the five participants was work environmental constraints
imposed by the LMS environment and institution. For example, Sue shared that her required job
demands in which her yearly employment contract is based upon, superseded reaching out to
non-performing or absent students. This participant simply did not have the time nor did she feel
her job performance review is rewarded for such actions. Sue stated; “it’s not in my reward
system…I’m not rewarded for that…. It doesn’t help me career-wise. It doesn’t make my job any
more secure…They ask me what papers are published…what conferences [attended] and about
certain certifications…It doesn’t help me at the end of the year in terms of whether I get rehired.”
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For Joe’s challenge, he also had work-related constraints due to limited time. Joe stated; “I do
have some narrated video, but It is much more limited now. I have three modules that I have
narrated, but I used to do it for every [module] and I don't do that anymore. It was too much
time.” Faculty commitment to the university and job parameters has been shown to be affected
by position type and rewards system (Bacow, Bowen, Guthrie, Lack, & Long, 2012; Bland, et al.,
2006; Kezar, 2013). Moreover, work demands and conflicting reward systems may hinder
faculty commitment (Bland, et al., 2006; Kezar, 2013), resulting in less time spent cultivating
connectedness in online courses.
Another participant, Mark, was challenged by being the sole source of tutoring for
students in his technical course because the university lacked funds for graduate assistantship
help and the university’s tutoring services lacked skilled support. Mark stated; “[In terms of
challenges for his course] Graduate assistant help, but [the university] doesn’t have money for
that…more competent people in the tutoring labs that can help kids understand this stuff… A lot
of times [students] don’t want to go to the tutoring labs, but a lot of times, even the tutor[s] can’t
help them on some of [the technical course assignments].” Although Mark was able to provide
technical support for his online students, the institutional constraints and lack of support for
faculty and students can hinder student success and online course completion (Muilenburg &
Berge, 2005).
Social media sites are an avenue in which people can connect, share, and build rapport,
that are becoming increasingly popular within higher education learning environments (Kear,
2011; Sutton & Basiel, 2014). However, student privacy concerns and FERPA regulations can
hinder tool use as a means to establish connectedness in online courses (Drake, 2014; FERPA,
2017). For Kevin, the limitations of using external social media sites such as Facebook, because
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of the privacy concerns and non-use of the site by the students was reason for him to search for
other communication and social media tools. Kevin stated; “I haven’t used Facebook for a
number of years…for two reasons: one is students were uncomfortable with privacy…and
two…Facebook is sort of age dependent and a lot of our students don’t use it…. So, I started
looking for option alternatives to Facebook.”
Challenges of Connectedness Among Students
When faculty participants were asked about challenges of connectedness among students,
the following themes emerged: Connectedness is challenged by student reluctance to engage
and cheating; Lack of resources and support inhibits achievability of connectedness. These
themes are discussed below.
Connectedness is challenged by student reluctance to engage, and cheating. Building
a sense of connectedness in online courses is needed, but challenging. One of the primary
challenges among students within online courses is the reluctance to engage (Herrington, Oliver,
& Reeves, 2003; Ziegler, et al., 2006), but the use of social media and communication tools
helps establish connectedness among students and encourages more engagement in online
courses (Sadowski, Pediaditis, & Townsend, 2017). Joe stated; “[One] continuing challenge in
the second half of the course is [that students] are reluctant to reach out so, I will send out a brief
message…generally, I don’t get much interaction until the very end.” For Kim’s online class,
she stated the need for faculty to figure a way to increase engagement among students. Kim
stated; “I think it’s connecting with each other [students] is where we need to do a better job.”
Moreover, Kevin discussed the challenge of limited engagement among students as a result of
students not seeing the value in connectedness with others as a life skill to achieve and work
towards. Specifically, Kevin stated; “It’s sort of a matter of making them aware [that] this
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[connectedness] is an important thing…it’s something possible, but you do have to think about
it…. You do have to work at it, and you have to work at it in your personal life, face-to-face. It’s
something you’ve got to try to work on even, virtually.” Kevin’s challenge is acknowledged as
an issue, because according to Greene and Burleson (2008), communication and social
interaction skills are needed to succeed in work and personal life.
Mark’s perception of the reluctance of students to engage in his online course was due to
a lack of self-motivation and possibly that some students lacked discipline and skills needed to
autonomously self-pace. Mark stated; “As you probably know, some kids shouldn’t be in an
online class; they want you to hold their hand through everything…It’s just that they’re not very
self-motivated.” According to Ryan and Deci (2000) and Sansone, et al. (2011), self-regulation
in motivation is an important participant component in online learning environments.
Two of the five participants brought out the challenge of cheating in online courses. Sue
stated that she was aware of students reaching out to other students for assignment answers. Sue
commented; “Students [would] send out an email saying things like, ‘does anybody know how to
do this, I’m having a hard time…Can I have it to turn in because I just don’t have time to do
homework three so I promise I’ll change it up so that the teacher doesn’t know I copied from
you.’” Mark’s concern for cheating was expressed as; “I worry about kids taking tests together.”
According to Watson and Sottile (2010), cheating online is easier because of technologies
available and 23% of surveyed undergraduate students reported reaching out to others for
answers on tests.
Lack of resources and support inhibits achievability of connectedness. Lack of
resources in both the LMS online learning environment and institution was a challenge brought
out by three of five faculty participants. According to Sue, one of her online projects involved
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students creating a website, but the university dropped the public server domain resource, which
kept her students from viewing other student projects as a learning opportunity. Sue stated; “I
have them install the server on their own computer…but you have to pay for hosting…I’ve had
students say to me; ‘I’d like to see what other students are doing.’ [Sue stated] I would have to
copy everybody’s [project] to a public server…and I don’t want to do that [time consuming].”
For Joe, his challenge was time spent learning a social media tool within the LMS system,
only to have the university drop the tool for the next semester. Joe’s goal was to have LMS
social media tools available for his students to collaborate and learn while completing their group
projects. Joe stated; “I’m tired of spending my time and effort developing and learning new
systems and they [university] jerk them away…. If they’re going to put it into [the learning
management system, LMS] …they need to have it there…committed…to adopt [it]…. It would
be nice if we had our own [social media and communication tools] so that more students would
learn it and adopt it and use it.” Kim also echoed the lack of LMS resources challenge by
stating; “We need to have a common platform…[a] social media tool that’s available to all
instructors where there’s no confidentiality guidelines…I’m limited to what I can use [social
media and communication tools] …I’d rather use social media tools that are sanctioned by the
university [for her students to use in online courses].” The lack of resources for faculty and
students, provided by the university, can hinder student success (Muilenburg & Berge, 2005) and
effective engagement in online courses (Kalil & Ebner, 2017; Kear, 2011).
Summary of Research Question 3 Discussion
Question 3 identified faculty perceptions of key benefits and challenges to achieving
connectedness between faculty and students and among students in their fully online courses.
The benefits of connectedness between faculty and students included connectedness helps
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students feel less isolated, more engaged, and achieve greater course success, while the key
benefit of connectedness among students was it helps students achieve a sense of relatedness. All
of the faculty participants stated that establishing connection with students early on in the
semester was key to setting the tone and protocol for communication and interaction between
faculty and students. Faculty participants also believed that being available and approachable to
students helped aid in facilitating a connectedness environment within their online courses.
Furthermore, with connectedness achieved between faculty and students, students were more
likely to experience course success and completion.
In achieving connectedness among students, the main theme of relatedness included
students achieving a sense of relatedness or comfort reaching out to peers and building a rapport
through shared ideas and experiences. Additionally, faculty creating an online environment that
allows for connectedness among students helped students learn how to socially interact and build
important social skills needed for both work and life.
The results of this research brought out many challenges raised by the faculty participants.
In achieving connectedness between faculty and students, participants stated that it was difficult
to achieve early semester student engagement—many students not responding or engaging was
reported. Additionally, work and environmental constraints hindered faculty. Lack of resources
and faculty rewards system were restraints to faculty being able to fully devote more time to
connecting with students. In achieving connectedness among students, the challenges were
students’ reluctance to engage in the online course with other students and the prevalence of
cheating. Additionally, the lack of LMS and institutional resources—not having sufficient
social media or communication tools and support to use the tools—was reported as a major
challenge in the faculty participants’ online courses.
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Implications
In an effort to examine the problem of lower retention rates in online courses (Allen &
Seaman, 2013; Heyman, 2010; Murphy & Stewart, 2017), which is often due to student sense of
isolation or lack of human connection that may occur in an online course (Boyers, 2013;
McInnerney & Roberts, 2004), this study explored higher education faculty perceptions and
practices regarding the role of social media and communication tools to achieve connectedness
in fully online courses. Several faculty participants mentioned that students may have felt a
sense of isolation and suggested the importance of faculty connecting early in the semester and
to continue throughout to ensure connectedness between faculty and students. Thus, the findings
may have implications regarding ways to mitigate students’ sense of isolation or lack of human
connection in order to improve retention rates in online courses (Angelino et al., 2007; Boyers,
2013). Furthermore, students’ sense of isolation may be influenced by unmet expectations
stemming from their cultural beliefs and thus, have implications for faculty course design that
addresses cultural differences (Venter, 2003; Wang & Schlichtenmyer, 2017). For example, in
Asian cultures, communication and course protocol is first initiated by the faculty member rather
than by students, as superiors or those in authority or at a higher hierarchical level, are expected
to lead and be followed (Hofstede, 2003).
Some research indicates that faculty connectedness with students through social presence
and course design (Vai & Sosulski, 2011) is strongly correlated to students’ sense of course
satisfaction and course completion (Swan & Shih, 2005). Additionally, students’ sense of
connectedness through course engagement is strongly associated with the influence of faculty
social presence as a way of increasing student engagement (Dixson, 2010; Sheridan & Kelly,
2010; Vayre & Vonthron, 2017). Thus, findings can be used to integrate into faculty
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development training for online course design and incorporated into policies and guidelines that
enable both faculty and students to use tools in ways that enhance learning and create an online
environment for communication that leads to connectedness.
A couple of faculty participants mentioned their concern of online cheating between
students. According to Watson and Sottile (2010), cheating can occur more often in online
courses due to available technologies. Online course design strategies and technologies that aid
in hindering cheating efforts should also be explored. Moreover, technologies such as, Turnitin®,
a writing and plagiarism tool for the LMS systems, has helped lower plagiarized papers, essays
and assignments (Graham-Matheson & Starr, 2013). Additionally, course design integration that
includes Strauss and Howe’s (1992), Generational Theory, as a way to hinder cheating is worth
exploring. For example, strategies such as creating large randomized testbanks or reverting to
non-test pedagogy to reduce cheating may mitigate the pressure to achieve or win as noted by
Millennial characteristics (Wilson & Gerber, 2008). As online learning environments will
continue to increase (Clark, 2005; Oncu & Cakir, 2011), so will the need to address and solve
cheating in online environments.
Although the focus in higher education courses centers around teaching key skills such as
critical thinking (Dewey, 1897; Whiley, Witt, Colvin, Arrue, & Kotir, 2017) and preparing
students for chosen careers (Larson & Kanter, 2017; Nilson & Goodson, 2017), online course
design and pedagogy is likely not typically inclusive of social interactive skills needed to
succeed in work and life (Greene & Burleson, 2008). Moreover, some survey findings indicate
that employers report that college graduates lack desired skills in the workplace (Grasgreen,
2013). As one faculty participant emphasized, creating an online environment that teaches
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students how to connect with others can help with social interactive skills and prepare them for
success in life.
Limitations
The qualitative nature of the study yielded a holistic view that provides depth and breadth
(Baskarada, 2014) unique (Stake, 1995) to each of the five cases studied. Thus, no
generalizations were made to certain populations (Baskarada, 2014; Crotty, 2009; Stake, 1995;
Yin, 2014). Additionally, the number of participants was limited and dependent on their
willingness to be interviewed and recorded for approximately one-hour during the face-to-face
interviews. Although face-to-face interviews provided a rich experience of observation and
allowance of questions for clarification, the findings are limited in that review of course
documents, online interactions and LMS student progress data were not used to support research
findings of student non-engagement.
Each case study was unique and presented its own set of data thus, the interview process
for some was longer than others and took a slightly different direction away from set research
interview questions, for further probing of emerging responses not aligned with research
questions.
Although faculty participants were chosen from three of the six business college
departments for variety, participants from the other three departments might have led to different
findings. However, the researcher was careful to have equal representation of gender and
include participants from various departments, whose targeted courses were both graduate and
undergraduate and whose courses were technical and non-technical. Additionally, all faculty
participants had significant total years of teaching experience and online teaching experience
thus, faculty with less than three years of online teaching experience were not targeted. Research
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findings from less experienced faculty may have led to interesting information to explore for
future research.
The research study involved participants from one institution, a specific college—one
environment. Thus, participants across college disciplines were not targeted, which if targeted,
could have revealed other interesting perception and social media and communication tool use
findings.
Recommendations for Future Research
Future studies could investigate various forms of course communication to further
examine specific examples of faculty-to-student and student-to-student dialogue that support
connectedness. For example, reviewing discussion board posts that include words of
encouragement, teachable moments, and sharing of personality. These studies could be extended
to determine if students in courses with high levels of perceived connectedness tend to have
greater course and degree completion. Also, future research is needed to examine student
perceptions of connectedness in fully online courses and possible influences of connectedness on
course completion and retention.
Engagement strategies (Christenson & Reschly, 2012; Dixson, 2010; Herrington et al.,
2003) research is worth further exploring as technology and online learning in higher education
expands (Clark, 2005; Oncu & Cakir, 2011; Ko & Rossen, 2017). A future study that examines
perceptions of student engagement linked with social presence by using the student engagement
scale (Gunuc & Kuzu, 2015) would be worth researching.
It would also be important to examine factors associated with challenges mentioned by
the participants. This might be done by review of course logs showing frequency and types of
interactions to determine time taken for first course interactions, faculty response times, and
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resources accessed. These data could be used to develop interventions that may reduce
communication lag time, which may increase potential connectedness. Further analysis could
focus on work environment constraints and student support and resources needed for successful
online course implementation.
The study focused only on three departments within one business college—one
environment. Future research might include looking other universities for similarities and
comparison studies regarding faculty perceptions of connectedness in their online courses and
how connectedness is achieved using digital tools between faculty and students and among
students. Additionally, similar research could be conducted across university disciplines to
uncover findings in areas such as science, nursing, journalism, education, engineering, and law,
for example.
Since few research studies have been conducted looking at faculty personality factors
linked to student sense of connectedness and course completion, further exploration probing
links of specific personality characteristics and sense of connectedness is a possible future study.
Conclusions
Many studies have examined strategies to reduce a sense of isolation (Bollinger & Inan,
2012; Boyers, 2013; McInnerney & Roberts, 2004; Murphy & Stewart, 2017) and increase
retention in higher education online courses (Allen & Seaman, 2013; Heyman, 2010;
Kurantowicz & Nizinska, 2013). Moreover, factors mitigating students’ sense of isolation by
examining social presence (Aragon, 2003; Glisan & Trainin, 2006; Rourke et al., 1999; Swan, et
al., 2005; Thomas, et al., 2017; Whiteside, et al., 2017), sense of community (Abedin, et al.,
2010; Exter et al., 2009; Gokcearslan, et al., 2015; McInnerney et al., 2004), relatedness (Deci &
Ryan, 2002; Dysvik, et al., 2013), and engagement (Christenson, et al., 2012; Dixson, 2010;

127

Gunuc & Kuzu, 2015; Herrington et al., 2003; Rowan et al., 2017; Vayre & Vonthron, 2017;
Young & Bruce, 2011) have also been published. However, few studies have been conducted
regarding faculty perceptions and practices of connectedness in online courses and ways to
achieve connectedness through the use of digital tools. Therefore, the purpose of this study was
to examine these issues by identifying, 1) faculty perceptions of connectedness with their
students and among students, 2) ways in which communication and social media tools were used
to achieve connectedness, and 3) perceptions of key benefits and challenges in achieving
connectedness.
The study implemented a qualitative, intrinsic case study approach and purposeful
sampling to ensure relevant information would be obtained from five business college faculty
who taught fully online courses and potentially used social media and communication tools in
these courses. Data were collected using face-to-face semi-structured interviews, which were
recorded and transcribed. Constant comparative analysis of data involved categorizing and
sequencing of data to discover emerging themes as associated with the research questions.
Not surprisingly, the findings suggest that to achieve connectedness in fully online
courses, faculty must be available, responsive, and sensitive to student needs and create an online
environment of connectedness. Encouragingly, faculty responses revealed connectedness among
students was often more important than between faculty and students, which may have been a
contributing factor to students feeling less isolated in their fully online courses.
It appears faculty understood the need for connectedness in fully online courses as they
reported using social media and communication tools for student encouragement, course support,
and sharing her/his personality with students. Further evidence of faculty belief in the need for
connectedness was seen in faculty use of online assignments requiring student teamwork.
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Faculty reported students primarily used digital tools for peer teaching, mentoring, and
community building that helped shape a sense of relatedness among students. These experiences
were included to help prepare students for future success in their careers as well as their personal
life.
The findings also revealed overall agreement among the faculty participants that
connectedness was thought to be beneficial for students in fully online courses. Some of the key
benefits mentioned were that students felt less isolated when connected to the faculty member,
but more importantly, when connected with other students in their online courses. Faculty
reported that establishing connection early in the semester and consistently throughout, was
essential for students to achieve a sense of relatedness when connecting with their peers through
shared ideas and experiences. Moreover, findings also revealed that designing the course in a
way to allow for peer interaction aided in students learning important social skills needed for
work and life.
Challenges reported by faculty were the difficulty in establishing early semester student
engagement, student reluctance to engage with the faculty member and other students, and the
prevalence of cheating. Also reported were work-related constraints of limited resources and
time constraints that hindered faculty from having time and tools to connect with students in
their online courses.
Implications from the study included designing online courses in way that utilizes social
media and communication tools, ideally embedded into the LMS, in order to create avenues for
students to connect with faculty and other students. The findings also suggest that measures such
as including randomized online tests with large testbanks or designing the course in a non-test
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format are some strategies for mitigating the online cheating (Graham-Matheson, et al., 2013;
Watson, et al., 2010; Wilson & Gerber, 2008).
The primary limitation of the study was the five-participant sampling from one business
college at one university. Therefore, recommended research includes expanding the case study
to other colleges, perhaps using a cross sampling from a variety of disciplines and other
universities. It would also be important to examine student perceptions of connectedness in fully
online courses and identify data to examine influences of connectedness on course completion
and retention. For example, a future study could examine perceptions of student engagement
linked with social presence or sense of connectedness by using the student engagement scale
(Gunuc & Kuzu, 2015).
With the continued discoveries of newer technologies, including social media and
communication tools, and the increase in online programs within higher education (Allen &
Seaman, 2013), more focus on retention and factors that affect retention rates will continue.
Moreover, building online courses that include instructional design and technology strategies that
reduce students’ sense of isolation by increasing a sense of connectedness through technologies
will enable students to learn social interaction skills needed for life and to succeed in course
completion.
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Appendix A
Interview Protocol
Participant Study ID: __________________ Date:______________________________
Interview Setting: ____________________ Start Time: _________________________
End Time: ________________________
Welcome and Consent
Welcome, [name]! Thank you for agreeing to participate in this research interview and for
bringing your signed Consent Form. As seen in the form, this interview will be recorded to
assist me in accurately reporting the results. I want to reassure you that all information will be
kept anonymous. First, I will review the study purpose, the interview process, and definitions.
Purpose: The main purpose of my research is to explore higher education faculty perceptions
and practices regarding connectedness in online courses, with a focus on the use of social media
and communication tools. I am using case studies as the research method.
Interview Process: For the interview, I’ll ask questions to learn about:
1. Your business academic background
2. Your perceptions of connectedness and its importance with regard to achieving
connectedness between you and your students and among students.
3. Your experience with social media and communication tools.
4. The ways you use social media and communication tools to achieve connectedness
between you and your students and among students in one of your online courses.
2. Your thoughts regarding key benefits and challenges of achieving connectedness between
you and your students and among students in online courses.
Definitions: These definitions are applicable to this study.
• Social media refers to online tools such as discussion boards, chats, as well as Google+
tools, Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, etc.
• Communication tools refer to phone calls, emails, videoconferences, such as Skype or
Google Hangouts, etc.
• Online class refers to those conducted in a virtual environment (eCourseware) rather than
on campus in a face-to-face setting.
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
Academic Background
1. What is your current faculty rank?
2. How would you classify your gender?
3. How many years have you taught in higher education?
4. How many years have you taught online courses in higher education?
5. Are you a tenured or tenure-track faculty member?
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Perceptions of Connectedness
As mentioned, the first part of the interview focuses on learning about your perceptions of
connectedness in online courses and its role with regard to achieving connectedness between
you and your students and among students. So, let’s begin by having you describe your ideas
of connectedness in an online course. In other words:
1. How would you define connectedness?
2. How important is connectedness in online courses?
3. What role should connectedness play with regard to communication between you and
your online students?
4. What role should connectedness play with regard to communication among students in an
online course?
Faculty Experience with Social Media and Communication Tools (Context Description)
Please share with me your personal and professional experience with social media and
communication tools.
Personal - Non-Work Related Activities
3. What types of social media do you regularly use for personal, non-work related,
activities? Again, for this study social media refers to discussion boards, chats,
Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, etc.
4. What types of communication tools do you regularly use for personal, non-work
related, activities. These would be tools such as phone calls, emails,
videoconferences, such as Skype or Google Hangouts, etc.
Professional Activities
3. What types of social media do you regularly use for your professional activities?
4. What types of communication tools do you regularly use for your professional
activities?
Use of Social Media and Communication Tools in Online Courses
Thank you for sharing your ideas of connectedness in online courses and your personal and
professional use of social media and communication tools. Let’s now look at one of your
online courses and discuss the role of these tools to achieve connectedness.
Selection of Target Online Course
First, please identify an online course you would like to use as the context for our discussion.
Please select a course you consider as effective with regard to student success and a course in
which social media and communication tools are used. It should also be a course you are
currently teaching or taught within the past year. Although, the name of the course will not
be recorded, please tell me about the course by answering these questions:
5. For the majority of students, is the course:
a. Required or an Elective?
b. Undergraduate or Graduate?
6. Are the majority of the students:
a. Full or Part time?
b. Traditional (age 18 – 24) or Non-Traditional (25 or older)
7. Approximately what percentage of the course did you develop?
8. Approximately, how many years have you taught this course:
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a. In an online format?
b. In a face-to-face format?
Integrating Social Media and Communication Tools for Teaching
1. What types of social media and communication tools have you used to achieve
connectedness between you and your students and among students (RQ1)?
A. [Tool]
B. [Tool]
C. [Tool]
D. [Tool]
E. [Tool]
We will now discuss each social media and communication tool by reviewing:
• How the tool is used.
• How use of the tool supports the sense of connectedness between you and your
students and among students.
[Tool A]
Please describe how [Tool A] was used in your class.
In what ways, if any, did use of this tool help build a sense of connectedness between you and
your students?
In what ways, if any, did use of this tool help build a sense of connectedness among the students?
What will you do differently next time you use this tool, and why?
Other comments you’d like to add regarding use of this tool?
[Tool B]
Please describe how [Tool B] was used in your class.
In what ways, if any, did use of this tool help build a sense of connectedness between you and
your students?
In what ways, if any, did use of this tool help build a sense of connectedness among the students?
What will you do differently next time you use this tool?
Other comments you’d like to add regarding use of this tool?
[Tool C]
Please describe how [Tool C] was used in your class.
In what ways, if any, did use of this tool help build a sense of connectedness between you and
your students?
In what ways, if any, did use of this tool help build a sense of connectedness among the students?
What will you do differently next time you use this tool?
Other comments you’d like to add regarding use of this tool?
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[Tool D]
Please describe how [Tool D] was used in your class.
In what ways, if any, did use of this tool help build a sense of connectedness between you and
your students?
In what ways, if any, did use of this tool help build a sense of connectedness among the students?
What will you do differently next time you use this tool?
Other comments you’d like to add regarding use of this tool?
[Tool E]
Please describe how [Tool E] was used in your class.
In what ways, if any, did use of this tool help build a sense of connectedness between you and
your students?
In what ways, if any, did use of this tool help build a sense of connectedness among the students?
What will you do differently next time you use this tool?
Other comments you’d like to add regarding use of this tool?
Benefits and Challenges of Achieving Connectedness in Online Courses
Thank you for sharing how you use social media and communication tools to achieve
connectedness between you and your online students and among online students. The final
portion of the interview explores your thoughts regarding key benefits and challenges of
achieving connectedness between you and your students and among students in online courses.
First, would you please describe any benefits of achieving connectedness between you and your
online students?
What are the benefits, if any, of achieving connectedness among online students?
Let’s switch the focus to challenges of achieving connectedness between you and your online
students. What would you consider as the greatest challenges?
What are the greatest challenges of achieving connectedness among online students?
Additional Comments?
Do you have any additional comments you’d like to add regarding the use of social media and
communication tools to achieve connectedness between you and students and among students in
online courses?
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Appendix B
Consent Form
Institutional Review Board
315 Administration Bldg.
Memphis, TN 38152-3370
Office: 901.678.2705
Fax: 901.678.2199
IRB #: PRO-FY2017-398
Expiration Date:
Page 1 of 3
Consent to Participate in a Research Study
Exploring the Role of Social Media and Communication Tools to Achieve Connectedness in
Online Courses: Higher Education Faculty Perceptions and Practices
WHY ARE YOU BEING INVITED TO TAKE PART IN THIS RESEARCH?
You are being invited to take part in a research study about an exploration of faculty perceptions
and practices regarding social media and communication tool use in achieving connectedness in
online courses. You are being invited to take part in this research study because you are a fulltime business college faculty member that has taught an online course for at least three years. If
you volunteer to take part in this study, you will be one of about five people to do so from the
University of Memphis.
WHO IS DOING THE STUDY?
The person in charge of this study is Laura Alderson (Lead Investigator, LI) of University of
Memphis Department of Management. She is being guided in this research by Dr. Deborah L.
Lowther [Advisor]. There may be other people on the research team assisting at different times
during the study.
WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THIS STUDY?
By doing this study, we hope to learn how to better achieve a sense of connectedness between
students and the faculty member and/or among students in online courses through the use of
social media and communication tools. The aim is to uncover benefits and challenges of
achieving connectedness that may help to inform a more effective instructional design of online
courses and to inform of ways to improve student retention.
ARE THERE REASONS WHY YOU SHOULD NOT TAKE PART IN THIS STUDY?
You should not participate in this study if you are not a full-time faculty member at the
Fogelman College of Business and Economics with at least three years of online teaching
experience.
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WHERE IS THE STUDY GOING TO TAKE PLACE AND HOW LONG WILL IT
LAST?
The research procedures will be conducted face-to-face at a mutually agreed-upon University of
Memphis office location or private location, or by use of a virtual web-conferencing tool or
phone. The total amount of time you will be asked to volunteer for this study is approximately
45 minutes to one hour over the next two months.
WHAT WILL YOU BE ASKED TO DO?
Each participant will be emailed directly and invited to participate in the research study and
given the consent form. Those participants who consent to participate in the research study will
be contacted by phone or email to arrange a mutually agreed-upon date, time, and place to set up
either a face-to-face interview at a designated office location or virtually, by a web-conferencing
option. The initial interview will take approximately 45 minutes to one hour to complete. After
the conclusion of the interview, the participant will later have the option, if he or she desires, to
review their transcribed results for accuracy either by arranging another face-to-face meeting or
by corresponding through email. At the conclusion of the study, the participant will receive a
$20 gift card for their gratuitous time and consideration in participating in the research study.
Those participants, who do not consent, will be thanked for their time and consideration.
WHAT ARE THE POSSIBLE RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS?
To the best of our knowledge, the things you will be doing have no more risk of harm than you
would experience in everyday life.
WILL YOU BENEFIT FROM TAKING PART IN THIS STUDY?
There is no guarantee that you will get any benefit from taking part in this study. Your
willingness to take part, however, may, in the future, help society, as a whole better understand
this research topic.
DO YOU HAVE TO TAKE PART IN THE STUDY?
If you decide to take part in the study, it should be because you really want to volunteer. You
will not lose any benefits or rights you would normally have if you choose not to volunteer. You
can stop at any time during the study and still keep the benefits and rights you had before
volunteering.
IF YOU DON’T WANT TO TAKE PART IN THE STUDY, ARE THERE OTHER
CHOICES?
If you do not want to be in the study, there are no other choices except not to take part in the
study.
WHAT WILL IT COST YOU TO PARTICIPATE?
There are no costs associated with taking part in the study.
WILL YOU RECEIVE ANY REWARDS FOR TAKING PART IN THIS STUDY?
You will receive a $20 gift card for taking part in this study. The gift card will be given to you at
the conclusion of the study.

155

WHO WILL SEE THE INFORMATION THAT YOU GIVE?
We will make every effort to keep private all research records that identify you to the extent
allowed by law. Your information will be combined with information from other people taking
part in the study. When we write about the study to share it with other researchers, we will write
about the combined information we have gathered. You will not be personally identified in these
written materials. We may publish the results of this study; however, we will keep your name
and other identifying information private. We will make every effort to prevent anyone who is
not on the research team from knowing that you gave us information, or what that information is.
Only the lead investigator of this study will know the participant’s name and department
affiliation. After participant information is gathered from the research interview, all names and
department affiliation will be given pseudo names for complete anonymity and confidentiality.
CAN YOUR TAKING PART IN THE STUDY END EARLY?
If you decide to take part in the study you still have the right to decide at any time that you no
longer want to continue. You will not be treated differently if you decide to stop taking part in
the study. If you withdraw from the study after it has begun, your information will not be
included in any reports.
WHAT IF YOU HAVE QUESTIONS, SUGGESTIONS, CONCERNS, OR
COMPLAINTS?
Before you decide whether to accept this invitation to take part in the study, please ask any
questions that might come to mind now. Later, if you have questions, suggestions, concerns, or
complaints about the study, you can contact the investigator, Laura Alderson at 901.730.6637 or
by email, laura.alderson@memphis.edu. If you have any questions about your rights as a
volunteer in this research, contact the Institutional Review Board staff at the University of
Memphis at 901-678-2705. We will give you a signed copy of this consent form to take with you.
WHAT ELSE DO YOU NEED TO KNOW?
The University of Memphis does not have any funds budgeted for compensation for injury,
damages, or other expenses.
STATEMENT BY PERSON AGREEING TO PARTICIPATE IN THIS STUDY.
I have read this informed consent document and the materials contained in it. I confirm that I am
18 years old or above and understand each part of the document, all my questions have been
answered, and I freely and voluntarily choose participate in this study.
_________________________________________ ____________
Signature of person agreeing to take part in the study Date
_________________________________________
Printed name of person agreeing to take part in the study
_________________________________________ ____________
Name of [authorized] person obtaining informed consent Date
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Appendix C
Institutional Review Board Approval
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Institutional Review Board Approval: Modification
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Appendix D
Email Invitation
Hello Dr. Name,
Since you have taught online courses for the Fogelman College of Business and Economics, I would like
to invite you to participate in a study exploring faculty experiences with online teaching. The study will
focus on how you connect with your online students and how they connect with each other.
Your participation would involve one 45-minute interview conducted in your choice of a face-to-face or
virtual setting (Skype or phone). A follow up conversation may be needed after the interview notes have
been transcribed and evaluated, should there be questions for further clarification.
If you are interested in participating in the study, you will be provided with the University approved
Consent Form that provides full details of the study and your rights as a participant. The information that
you give will be completely confidential and your name, department affiliation, and class given a pseudo
identity for the final research product. Participation in this research is completely voluntary and there are
no known risks associated with participating in this research study.
The study is being conducted as my dissertation research toward a University of Memphis doctoral degree
through the College of Education’s Department of Instruction and Curriculum Leadership with a
concentration in Instructional Design and Technology.
I encourage you to please participate in this important study that will lead to improved teaching and
learning in online courses. If you decide to participate, you will receive a $20 gift card after completion
of the study, as a gesture of appreciation for your time and input.
Please let me know if you are interested in participation. The best way to reach me is by email at
laura.alderson@memphis.edu or by phone at 901.730.6637.
All the best,
Laura Alderson
P.O. Box 11344
Memphis, TN 38111
Tel: 901.730.6637
Email: laura.alderson@memphis.edu
Skype: laura_alderson
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Appendix E
Descriptions of Social Media and Communication Tools Used in Target Courses
Type

Tool

Description

Social Media

Ensemble

GroupMe

Learning Management System (LMS) plugin to upload and play
podcast audio and video files
Supports collaboration as teams share conversations, files, tasks,
and calendars
G – or Google Suite from Google Cloud. A set of intelligent apps
including Gmail, Docs, Drive and Calendar
Supports collaborative, real-time creation and editing of
documents
Supports chats for small groups of people

LinkedIn

Professional social networking site

Microsoft
Project
Slack

Provides templates and tools to assist teams with project
management
Slack supports real-time messaging, file sharing, searching, video
calls, and archiving of team documents
Social networking service that restricts user posts to 140
characters
LMS application that supports group collaboration through
virtual meetings, to-do lists, shared calendar, messaging, file
sharing
Video-sharing website in which users can add comments and
ratings

Glip
G Suite
Google Docs

Twitter
Wiggio
YouTube

Communication

Audio
Slides/Podcast
Discussion
Board
Dropbox
feedback
Email
Google
Hangouts/Meet
News Page
Phone
Skype

Digital audio recordings added to a slide presentation, or as an
individual podcast often uploaded via the LMS Ensemble
LMS feature in which all members of an online class can
exchange comments by posting a new message and/or
commenting to previously posted comments
LMS feature used to provide specific and individual feedback for
student work submitted to the Dropbox
Exchange of digital messages that can include attached text,
audio, image, and video files
Communication platform that includes instant messaging, video
chat, screen sharing, document sharing
LMS tool to share updates, reminders, notices, and general
feedback to all members of an online class
Supports audio calls between two or more people. Smart phones
also support other social media and communication uses
Supports video and audio calls and chats
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